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Abstract
This thesis aims at challenging Bharati Mukherjee‘s refusal of the past in the
process of self-adaptation in the context of migration. This thesis argues that
the past is significant in forming the diasporic identities of the Indian female
characters, Dimple Dasgupta and Jyoti Vindh in Mukherjee‘s novels, Wife
(1975) and Jasmine (1989). A general concept of diaspora with a particular
focus on Asian American diaspora and Indian diaspora is used to explore the
positions of the female characters within the framework of migration in the
U.S.. These concepts are then related to the concept of double consciousness
and the issue of gender, particularly in relation to Indian diasporic women, to
investigate the interrelation of past and present in Indian migrant women. The
past, in fact, has been articulated differently by Indian migrant men and
women. The main female characters in the novels through their struggles to
integrate themselves to the American society have especially shown how the
past importantly contributes to their present migrant time. The interventions
of the past can be traced through the artefacts of the motherland that are
carried over during migration and are preserved to ensure the process of selfnegotiation in the host land. In addition, Indian tradition affects their
adaptation process. Perpetual engagement with Indian tradition inevitably has
created an ambiguous situation for these female characters as the past does
not only support and secure their process of adaptation but also weakens their
positions as Indian migrant women in the host land.
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INTRODUCTION

The Past! The dark, unfathom’d retrospect!
The teeming gulf! The sleepers and the shadows!
The past! The infinite greatness of the past!
For what is the present, after all, but a growth out of the past?
(As a projectile, utterly form’d, impell’d, passing a certain line, still keeps on,
So the present, utterly form’d, impell’d by the past)
Walt Whitman from “Passage to India”

In ―American Dreamer‖, American India-born writer Bharati Mukherjee,
eloquently declares ―I am an American, not an Asian American‖.1 Her forceful
statement invited much criticism from those who thought her disloyal to her roots
(India, as represented by the word ‗Asian‘). Malashri Lal (1995) points out that
Mukherjee has become ―a propagandist on behalf of a new community‖ and tends to
―downgrade her Indian heritage and affiliations‖ (149). Similarly, Ragini
Ramachandra (1991) criticizes her as ―the one, who has become a source of
considerable embarrassment in recent times to a sensitive, discerning, [and] selfrespecting Indian reader‖ (56). She then contrasts Mukherjee with other writers such
as Raja Rao and Santha Rama Rau who were also expatriates. 2 In contrast to
Mukherjee, they still retained their Indianness and were proud of being called Indian
writers. Ramachandra further criticizes Mukherjee‘s pride in ―growing less and less
Indian with every passing year and blatantly mak[ing] a virtue of her rootlessness‖
(ibid).

1

Mukherjee, Bharati. ―American Dreamer‖ (January/February 1997) www.motherjones.com accessed
19/1/05.
2
Feroza Jussawalla asserts that as an Indian writer, Raja Rao who came to the U.S. about more than
twenty years ago has his own distinctive way of retaining his Indian-ness. In this way, he ―has felt
that he has been honest in his expression of himself and his true psyche‖ (1988:593).
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Mukherjee‘s ‗I am an American‘-statement was finally uttered after she
had lived as a migrant in Canada and experienced discrimination against Asians
there. She had been ready to embrace Canada as her ‗second‘ country, but then
realized that ―after fourteen years, as a dark skinned Canadian, as a non-European
immigrant to Canada, life was really impossible, not that it was impossible, but that it
was very hard‖ (Mukherjee in Vignisson, 1992-3:157). In 1980, she decided to
migrate back to the U.S. and eventually became a citizen in a melting pot country
which to her is ―the stage for the drama of self-transformation‖ (Mukherjee, 1997:1).
Mukherjee‘s writings occupy a distinctive place in American literature and
she successfully became a major figure in contemporary American literature. Her
writings generally reflect her own experiences of relocated, telling the stories of
immigrants who struggle to define themselves within a kind of ‗middle passage‘. Her
writings can be subsumed into ‗diasporic writing‘, which Victor J. Ramraj (1996)
defines as works produced by ―globally dispersed minority communities that have
common ancestral homelands‖ (214). These writings may come from two groups of
people/ writers. First, they are produced by the offspring of the old diasporic people
who were ―uprooted from their homelands in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
and transported from one region of the globe to another‖ (ibid). Second, these
writings emerge from the recent or new diasporic people from the English-speaking
regions such as India, Asia, Africa, and group of people from West Indies and Fiji
(ibid). Mukherjee herself admits that an immigrant like her ―because, [she] come[s]
from the Third World, [has] a very different notion of what constitutes a novel‖
(Mukherjee in Connell, 1990:29). She reveals that her stories do not only present
America like those of Richard Ford or John Updike, but ―[they have] many
pluralities‖ (Mukherjee in Ameena Meer, 1989:5). They reveal the experiences of
2

American immigrants who undergo transformations within themselves and change
the country (ibid).
Bharati Mukherjee has written several novels, The Tiger’s Daughter
(1971), Wife (1975), Jasmine (1989), The Holder of the World (1993), Leave it to Me
(1997), Desirable Daughters (2002), The Tree Bride (2004) and two anthologies of
short stories, Darkness (1985) and the Middleman and Other Stories (1988). Her
writings capture vividly the migrant life of characters that – like Mukherjee herself –
struggle to negotiate the traps and opportunities of old and new, India and America,
and past and present to fit them in American society. Living in three different
countries, India, the U.S and Canada – Mukherjee can be categorized as a (diasporic)
writer.
Although Mukherjee calls herself an ‗American‘ writer and refuses to be
hyphenated as an Asian-American writer, she experiences the process of
‗unhousement‘ (leaving India as her motherland) and ‗rehousement‘ (becoming a
‗naturalized‘ American) that undoubtedly distinguishes her from Western writers and
South Asian ‗home‘ writers. This process reflects her attempt to ―take the best from
both worlds, but [her fictions] suffer the sense of hybridity and cultural
entanglement‖ (Lau, 2005: 241). Nevertheless, some critics still describe her as ―the
first Asian American writer to exhibit a full awareness of the global context of
contemporary Asian immigrant …‖ (Wong, 1993:54). She herself admits in her
article, ‗Immigrant Writing: Give Us Your Maximalists‘ (1988), that America is the
binary space of mother land/host land, old/new which she defines as ―a world of
…doubles‖ (1). The Asian-American duality places her in an ambivalent space that
impels her writing. Ken Goodwin (2008) asserts that ―[Mukherjee] expresses very
acutely the distress of being excluded from the literary discourse of both her original
3

and, even more, her adopted country‖ (408). Although she feels upset being excluded
from her original and adopted country, hyphenation offers her a privileged position
as an ‗American‘ writer, since it enables her to provide an ‗inside and outside‘
perspective on the ‗new‘ America.
However, Mukherjee reveals her reasons for rejecting the past, for she ―is
aware of the challenges and difficulties of the immigrants … if they are constantly
vacillating between two worlds‖ (Ramraj, 1996:228). She further states that it is not
the nostalgia of the homeland that she foregrounds in her writings but ―the
exuberance of the immigration which fosters new beginnings‖ (ibid). Although
Mukherjee seems to deny any attachment to the homeland, the depiction of Indianness in her fictions reveals a nostalgic yearning for India. Commenting on
Mukherjee‘s reluctance to answer questions about her Indianness, Lal says that ―her
sari-clad, dark-eyed, dark-haired [appearance], an obvious Bengali-Brahmin name
and her use of Indian material‖ (150) clearly reflect connections to her country of
origin. Lal also points out Mukherjee‘s refusal to be included among other Indian
writers working in English such as Anita Desai or R.K Narayan (158). Instead she
positions herself among American writers such as Bernard Malamud and says that ―I
see myself as an American writer in the tradition of other American writers whose
parents and grandparents had passed through Ellis Island‖ (Mukherjee, 1985:3).
In an interview with Runar Vignisson (1992-3), Mukherjee admits that to
release herself from the past (old world) is in ―some ways very healthy‖ (160). She
disagrees with the conservative white American sociologists and European or nonEuropean immigrants who claim that to ―lose one‘s original culture is sad, it‘s a loss,
net loss‖ (ibid). She further asserts that not making the transformation from
expatriate to immigrant is to be caught in nostalgia, and to refuse to participate in the
4

new world (quoted in Brewster, 1993:116). Although to her the process of migration
requires ―a decade of painful introspection to put nostalgia in perspective and to
make transition from expatriate to immigrant‖ (Mukherjee, 1997:2) she insists on
discarding the past, since ―[t]here is no sense, she believes, in holding on to a past
that does not qualify one‘s reality with meaning‖ (Venkateswaran, 1993:40). In her
introduction to Darkness (1985) she firmly says,
If you have to wonder, if you keep looking for signs, if you wait –
surrendering little bits of a reluctant self every year, clutching the
souvenirs of an ever-retreating past – you‘ll never belong, anywhere (2).
Her claim to discard the past recalls her refusal of a hyphenated identity
as Asian-American. For Mukherjee, Asianness (Indianness) becomes something in
the past and for her ‗the old world was dead‘ (Mukherjee in Connell, 1990:15) and
she exhilaratingly celebrates herself as a ‗naturalized‘ American. From Mukherjee‘s
point of view, the past has to be ‗discarded‘ so that she can embrace the values of her
adopted land. Contra Mukherjee, I would like to argue in this thesis that although she
claims the past should have no meaning in diasporic life, this is not the case in her
fictions Wife (1975) and Jasmine (1989). To the main female characters, Dimple Das
Gupta and Jyoti Vindh, the past has, in fact, particular meanings affecting their
present states.
This thesis will discuss the significance of the past to the present
situation of Indian migrant women in Mukherjee‘s texts. It aims at challenging
Mukherjee‘s statement about discarding the past in the process of forming new
diasporic identities. I argue that the past in fact is important in determining diasporic
identities and relates to the question of the individual‘s loss of communal identity
and [their] effort to find another in the new society (Guha, 1998:156). Although, the
female characters in both fictions, Dimple and Jyoti may inherit Mukherjee‘s desire
5

to become a migrant in the U.S., their pasts contribute differently to their diasporic
identities. This thesis does not relate the past in Dimple and Jyoti to the idea of
nationalism or loyalty to the mother land. Rather, the past is read here simply as the
apparatuses of the mother land that are manifested through memories, the insertion of
Indian cultural values as reflected in sati, wearing the sari, Indian food habits, and
religious practices. Making connections to the mother land through letters can also be
included as recuperating the past. These ‗apparatuses‘ are consciously or
unconsciously carried over into the host land and are the evidences showing the roles
of the past in Dimple and Jyoti. As Tölölyan notes:
the defining characteristics of diasporas are, first, a culture and collective
identity that preserves elements of the homeland‘s language, or religious,
social, and cultural practice, either intact or, as time passes, in mixed,
bicultural forms (2007:649).
As these apparatuses of the past are carried over to the host land, they
―can never, in practice, be exclusively nationalist‖ (Clifford, 1994:307). Their forms
are ‗impure‘ since they are constructed from ―multiple attachments‖ (ibid).
Preserving the elements of the past in diaspora may show an effort of
accommodating dual worlds, a homeland or a host land, or resisting the host country
and its norms (ibid). Male characters in the novel, in fact, do not seem to be
interested in recuperating the past. For example, Amit, Dimple‘s husband in Wife has
different view on India as part of the past.
This thesis will focus on the female characters, Dimple Das Gupta (Wife)
and Jyoti Vindh (Jasmine) as case studies indicative that the past is still important in
Mukherjee‘s works. Dimple Dasgupta and Jyoti Vindh are the central characters of
the novel. Their centrelines in the novel present a detailed depiction of the life of
Indian diasporic women. As they are first-generation migrant women who come
from different level of society, they may show a typical notion of an in-between6

position which contrasts West-East, and First-Third worlds. Being first-generation
migrant women determines the process of self-adaptation in and to the host land as
well because ―longing for homes left behind may be intense for first generation
immigrants who see a community to belong to‖ (Katrak, 2002:4). Besides, the past in
some cases is perceived as representative of commonality and familiarity, unlike the
host land that alienates them. As Ganguly asserts ―[t]he loss of old family structures
and networks is a prima facie difficulty for the women‖ (1992:43). Rather than being
erased by their new environment, the past, to some extent, has enabled them to adapt
to their diasporic lives.
The past itself is not something which is dead or ‗fossilized‘ (to borrow
Mishra‘s term, 1996:441) or ‗museum-ised‘ (to borrow Sharrad‘s term, 1998:187)
and seems to be separated from the present situation. The past is:
fully alive like a seed in the soil, awaiting the season of warmth and
growth to bring it to germination. As such, what has been is nothing other
than a potentiality ready to be fertilized and redeployed. It anticipates the
future and offers itself for use, and through such use, renewal as the very
stuff of what is to come (Guha, 1998:159).
Yet the erasure of an individual‘s past in the process of assimilating to
the host land seems to be impossible, since as Avtar Brah (1996) states, the past
―cannot be expunged so easily, for we carry [its] traces in our psyche‖ (5).
This thesis will address three sub-questions which will further lead the
study to the detailed understanding of Dimple and Jyoti‘s diasporic life. The first
sub-question asks how their general Indian heritage shapes the main female
characters; the second focuses on how each character‘s personal past influences the
forming of their diasporic identities and the last asks how Indian heritage and the
elements of the past interact with present circumstances to shape the diasporic
identity of the protagonists in both novels.
7

Prior to the analyses of each novel, the first chapter sketches Bharati
Mukherjee‘s life as a migrant in North America and Canada. This chapter is
important to disclose Mukherjee‘s migrant life and its relation to her views about the
erasure of the past and the reasons behind her views. However, even though she
refuses the past, Mukherjee‘s Indianness and her experiences of migration strongly
influence her creative process and are reflected in most of her works. Her different
perspective and attitude toward North America and Canada particularly shape her
works as well. In fact, Mukherjee‘s experiences of discrimination in Canada partly
influence her views on the erasure of the past. As noted above, she is determined to
be a ‗naturalized‘ American. This way, she escapes being pigeonholed into certain
minority groups and is less likely to face discrimination. However, although rejecting
the past ensures her position within the Western society, it may enact the notion of
neo-colonialism as she attempts to identify herself with the centre.
General perspectives on the meaning of diaspora proposed by James
Clifford (1994), Khachig Tölölyan (2007), Lily Cho (2007), and Steven Vertovec
(2000) are used here to support subsequent textual analysis. Although these theorists
agree to some extent that diaspora does not simply deal with the movement out of the
nation, they hold different views on the characteristics of diaspora. The concept of
diaspora historically originated from the phenomenon of the scattering of the Jewish
people around the world. In fact, diaspora was once understood as a one-way
movement out of the nation in which the idea of returning to the mother land was
unthinkable. Clifford asserts that diaspora as a movement ―presuppose[s] longer
distances and a separation more like exile‖ (1994:304). It is not usual travel as it
involves a more complicated process of adapting one‘s self to the host land which
Tölölyan defines ―as a process of collective identification and form of identity‖
8

(2007:649-650). Iain Chambers (1994) clearly points out the distinction between
travelling and migrating in Migrancy, Culture, and Identity. He explains that
travelling suggests a certainty and fixity. It starts with ―[the] movement between
fixed positions, a site of departure, a point of arrival, [and] the knowledge of an
itinerary‖ (1994:5). In contrast, migration is challenged by arbitrariness and
ambiguity. It entails a process of ―a dwelling in language, in histories, in identities
that are constantly subject to mutation‖ (ibid). It may also involve the impossibility
of homecoming. The movement out of the nation itself can be forced or voluntary
(Ashcroft, 1998:68). In this case, diaspora may entail a state of un-belonging as one
is not always ‗welcomed‘ by the host land. The ‗unwelcome‘ situation may also
occur when one ‗returns‘ to the motherland.
However, the meaning and formation of diaspora changes across time.
Today diasporic people may actively be involved in a global networking enabled by
the advance of communication which further creates ‗new‘ cultural reproduction
around the world. Contemporary diaspora is no longer a ‗one-way‘ movement out of
the nation, as technological advances enable diasporic people to return to or visit
their home land. This development of diaspora retains three characteristics that
Vertovec sums up as ‗diaspora as a social form‘, as a ‗type of consciousness‘ and as
a ‗mode of cultural production‘ (2000:142). This thesis will deal particularly with
diaspora as a type of consciousness that stimulates the main female characters in
Mukherjee‘s texts to incorporate the dual states of motherland and host land. The
struggle of diasporic people to find a place within the dominant area of the host land,
along with the differences that they carry induces a diasporic ‗dual consciousness.‘
The play of the dominant power influences the struggle of diasporic people to

9

position themselves. As Hua states, ―there are always power struggles within
diasporic communities‖ (2004:193).
To reduce the definition of diaspora to the Jewish diaspora overlooks the
similar characteristics of other diasporas such as those of the Chinese, Armenian, and
South Asian. As Clifford points out, ―we should be able to recognize the strong
entailment of Jewish history on the language of diaspora without making that history
a definitive model‖ (1994:306). Asian people, in fact, have long history of migration
to the U.S. Their patterns of migration were significantly marked by the emergence
of Immigration Reform Act in 1965 which likely restricted the number of
immigrants‘ entry into the US. Moreover, the position of Asian-American
immigrants differs from Native Americans, African Americans and Chicanos.
Although Asian Americans as a group seem to be homogenous, they, in fact, have
diverse backgrounds of region, language, religion and culture. The thesis will
consider the particular configuration of South Asian or Indian people as a part of the
Asian-American diaspora in the U.S. The migration of South Asians to the U.S. can
be divided into two waves which were influenced by the Immigration Reform Act in
1965. The impact of British colonialism in the past also differentiates Indian diaspora
from other Diasporas, particularly since it was the English language as the legacy of
British in the colonial period that enabled them to adapt with relative ease to
America, their host land.
Diasporic life to some extent creates a double bind for Indian women. I
would like to base my argument on the theories of Keya Ganguly (1992) and James
Clifford (1994) who similarly assert the ambivalent influences of diasporic life on
women, although these two critics have different opinions about the importance and
function of the past. Clifford points out in Diaspora (1994) that the past is
10

ambiguous, as it both empowers and weakens women in diaspora (313-314).
Migration to some extent liberates women from the restricted aspects of the home
land that emanated from ―religious and cultural tradition‖ (Clifford, 1994:314). The
restricted aspects of religious and cultural tradition of the home land in certain cases
may possibly be changed or modified by ―policies, institution and modes of
signification‖ (Brah, 1996:190). Aspects of the cultural traditions are somehow no
longer stood as ‗pure‘ and ‗demanding‘ conventions. In certain situations, they
conform to the diasporic situations. This situation undoubtedly supports the process
of subject formation for women as it is not necessarily disturbed by the constraining
past (Shukla, 2001:566).
On the other hand, diasporic life may also reproduce ‗new‘ patriarchal
circumstances for Indian women. In this case, aspects of the cultural tradition may be
carried over to the host land and recreated by those migrants who want to preserve
the values of the home land in the host land. The effort of maintaining the past in the
host land may bring particular advantage for migrants but it may render the position
of diasporic women especially vulnerable, as they struggle with ―the material and
spiritual insecurities of exile, with the demands of family and work [if the migrant
woman works outside the house], and with the claims of old and new patriarchies‖
(Clifford, 1994:314).
Clifford‘s view on the ambiguous implications of diaspora for migrant
women is slightly different from Keya Ganguly‘s research. In ‗Migrant Identities:
Personal Memory and the Construction of Selfhood‘ (1992) she analyses the
particular influence of the past on Indian migrant men and women based on
interviews conducted with a dozen families in South Jersey. Ganguly agrees with
Clifford that diasporic space places women between ―discourses of cultural
11

difference and patriarchy‖ (1992:38). She notes that Indian migrant men and women
articulate differently the notion of the past (the motherland) (41). Indian migrant men
perceive the past as socially constraining since the present (host land) provides them
with wider opportunities to make money and gain respect (35). Indian migrant
women, on the other hand, consider the past as offering them strength and providing
them with comfort (38). Although Ganguly‘s research may not reflect the situation of
all Indian immigrants in the U.S., it shows the significance of the past for many
Indian migrants and how the past specifically defines the diasporic identities of
Indian migrant women. The thesis shows how Mukherjee‘s novels depict a double
effect of migration for Indian women. This view liberates them and in certain cases
limits their spaces.
Since ―being Indian has to do with particular ideological understandings
of ‗tradition‘‖ (Ganguly, 1992:32) and tradition can also be included as the past in
diasporic life, this chapter also establishes the relation of Indian diasporic women to
the socio-cultural background of their homeland, especially in relation to Hindu
tradition and values. The interplay of gender, caste and class in Hindu society is
important to raise here for addressing these factors is in keeping with Dayal‘s
assertion that ―ethnicity, race, class, gender and nation need to be theorized in
connection with diaspora more explicitly and strongly than they have tended to be‖
(54).
I argue, using Ketu H. Katrak‘s ideas, that tradition significantly defines
the position of women in society, both in India and in America. Tradition is
considered more important than woman herself that it restrains the position of
women in society. In Dimple and Jyoti, traditional aspects such as arranged marriage,
dowry, widowhood and sati ‗dehumanize‘ them. These cultural practices render them
12

subordinate. Tradition may also create an ambivalent situation for diasporic Indian
women as they are expected to be the preserver of tradition in the host land, to be the
ones who create the atmosphere of mother land for the family in the host land. This
gives them some cultural authority but is problematic since the migrant context
somehow does not fully support them to create the atmosphere of the mother land in
the host land. The writing of Trinh T. Minh-ha (1991) on the ambivalent position of
women, particularly ‗Third World‘ women within the border spaces, is a useful
support for my analysis here.
The discussion will also address the correlation between diaspora,
identity and double consciousness. Diaspora cannot be untied from a process of
reconstruction of an individual‘s identity. Diaspora discusses how ‗dehousement‘
and ‗rehousement‘ may modify the idea of identity in diasporic entity. The demand
of rebuilding one‘s identity is understandable since the ‗original‘ condition that
creates the previous identity no longer exists to provide an individual with ‗selfassurance‘ to face the host land (Guha, 1998:156; Varma and Seshan, 2003:2). Social
elements such as ethnicity, culture, and gender, previously embedded in the
homeland, construct one‘s ‗first‘ identity and have to undergo change for a person to
fit the social values of the host land. As Bhim S. Dahiya states, ―[n]ew spaces, and
identities and relationship need to be recreated so that they allow ‗the new coming
self‘ to ―engage difference and otherness as part of a discourse of justice, social
engagement, and democratic struggle‖ (2007:33). The double consciousness of ‗first‘
and ‗new‘ identities centres around the experience of displacement and how an
individual‘s past and present communicate to form a ‗future‘ identity since diaspora
is not understood as merely ‗travelling‘ but most importantly, ―is about settling
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down, about putting roots elsewhere‖ (Brah, 1996:179). The idea of ‗putting roots
elsewhere‘ reconstructs the concept of identity.
For the purpose of this discussion, the concept of identity proposed by
Stuart Hall (1990) is used to stress the complexity of identity in diasporic situations,
which is ―unstable, metamorphic, and even contradictory‖ (Hall, 1994:233). This
‗metamorphic‘ and ‗contradictory‘ identity in diaspora is possibly stimulated by the
push and pull of the past and present state. The old world cannot be easily separated
from the new world. Old and new world have created interstitial spaces, ―somewhat a
leaky one, where the past and present often seem to bleed over into one another‖
(Ganguly, 1992:30), which then stimulates a diasporic person to have a sense of
double consciousness, to ―[enter or leave] and [destabilize] the border zones of
cultures‖ (Dayal, 1996:48). A consciousness, that is ―inherently unstable and plural‖
and is especially related to the ―changing systems of identity and difference‖ (Roy,
1995:105). This is particularly the case for the first generation migrant (Singh, 2007:
10; Guha, 1998:159). My reading of the experiences in Dimple and Jyoti‘s diasporic
life draws on the theories of double consciousness particularly proposed by Samir
Dayal (1996). Although the theory of double consciousness was first proposed by
W.E.B Du Bois in relation to African-Americans and extended later by Paul Gilroy
in the UK, Dayal uses double consciousness to refer specifically to South Asian
diaspora.
Diasporic circumstances have inevitably created the mingling of the past
and present that are reconfigured simultaneously in Indian migrant women. This
process of ‗rehousement‘ (to adapt Blaise‘s term ‗dehousement‘, 1996:13), involves
a constant tussle between the past and present. The notions of motherland and host
land become the dual important points for diasporic people. Migration to the U.S.
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does not always mean a complete detachment from the motherland, India.
Motherland significantly defines one‘s identity through ethnicity, gender, and
culture. These aspects of the motherland are partly carried over to the host land.
Sujata Moorti (2005) points out in ―Uses of the Diaspora‖, the sense of belonging to
two worlds, caught between two cultures, and looking simultaneously at two places
are some of the characteristic features of the diasporic aesthetics (49). Although not
all diasporic people are ―automatically in possession of double consciousness‖
(Dayal, 1996:49), the mingling of the past and present motherland and host land has
aroused a situation of double consciousness in Dimple and Jyoti.
In the analysis of the two novels, I will use a close reading method to
first discuss the influence of the general Indian heritage on the main female
characters and to trace the importance of the past in each work. Some general Indian
traditions are carried over by the women who emigrate and influence the way they
incorporate the past into their present time. This shows the interaction of the past and
present in the characters of Dimple Dasgupta and Jyoti Vindh. The spaces in India
and the U.S. inhabited by the characters will also be investigated since spaces
(places) mark a contrastive notion of time, past and present, experienced by each
character. As Dahiya asserts in Diasporic Writing and Politics ―the borders defined
in terms of geography, culture and ethnicity are being replaced by configurations of
power, community, space and time‖ (2007:33).
Chapter three analyses Dimple Das Gupta in Wife. This chapter consists
of two sections. The first examines how cultural values such as arranged marriage,
joint family, and a wife‘s obedience to her husband influences and shapes Dimple
and her diasporic life. The second addresses her life in Queens and Manhattan. Each
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section will interrogate the unstable mixing of past and present in Dimple‘s diasporic
lives in Queens and Manhattan.
Chapter four comprises five sections discussing Jyoti Vindh in Jasmine.
The first discusses the influences of tradition such as dowry and widowhood in Jyoti.
The aspect of tradition is somehow carried over into her diasporic lives. The
subsequent sections trace the integration of past to the present state of Jyoti Vindh in
four places: Florida, Flushing, Manhattan and Baden, Iowa.
Wife (1975) and Jasmine (1989) mark a crucial phase in Mukherjee‘s
migration. Wife and her other early works, The Tiger’s Daughter (1971) and
Darkness (1985) were written during her time as a migrant in Canada. These works
enunciate ‗old‘ spaces that ‗articulate a pessimism, anger and sense of homelessness‘
that reflect Mukherjee‘s unhappy migrant life in Canada (Brewster, 1993:34;
Sharma, 1993:3). Wife had a harsh reception from critics. Ms. Magazine called
Mukherjee ‗Miss Mean-mouth‘ when this novel came out (Mukherjee in Connell,
1990:23). Similarly, Ramachandra questions Mukherjee‘s purpose in writing ―a sick
novel about a sick woman, a novel which is an aberration and does not belong to the
mainstream of Indian fiction‖ (1991:67). Mukherjee herself admits that Wife ‗was a
very controversial book [and] was very painful to [her]‘ (Mukherjee in Connell,
1990:23). Wife marks Mukherjee‘s early career as an expatriate writer in Canada.
The novel moves through Dimple‘s adjustment in finding a husband who fits her
teen-like fantasy, adapting to the life of a married woman in her husband‘s house and
to life as a migrant. In fact, Dimple leads a fragmented life in all three phases and the
novel ends in tragedy.
In contrast, Jasmine (1989) is considered to be Mukherjee‘s brightest
work for its character‘s success in ‗embracing‘ the new world and one that articulates
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what Anne Brewster has called neo-nationalism (Brewster, 1993:34).3 This novel
was written as Mukherjee was settling in America and Lal asserts that the ideas of
―immigrant‘s fluid identity is best seen in Mukherjee‘s Jasmine” (1993:58).
Mukherjee also exuberantly states, ―I love Jasmine [.] It was a book that came
straight from the heart, very intensely done. I was putting in 20-hour days. I was
Jasmine during that period‖ (Mukherjee in Kiddler, 1989:1).

Jasmine certainly

gained greater positive recognition from readers. Although Jyoti undergoes more
traumatic experiences than Dimple (her husband is killed and she is raped), she is
able to transform her identity and to (re)make her own life as a young diasporic
woman in America. Nonetheless, she is not altogether freed of her past.
Regarding the notion of migration in Wife and Jasmine, previous studies
show that, Wife is seen to depict a migrant‘s failure to find a sense of belonging in
the host land (Koshy, 1994:71; Inamdar, 1993:66; Brewster 1993:34). Critics such as
F.A. Inamdar (1993) and K.T. Sunitha (2000) have different opinions about Dimple‘s
story. Inamdar states that Dimple‘s problem does not spring from her migrant
experience but from within herself (67). On the other hand, Sunitha argues that
Dimple does experience the recuperation of the past in her migrant time (271).
Unlike Dimple, Jyoti, the female character in Jasmine is praised because of her
successful dual mobility in American society. Jyoti‘s successful negotiation to the
host land seems to be supported by her success in letting go of the past from her
present diasporic life (Grewal, 1993:183). Yet Parekh points out that Jyoti does not
completely reject her past, since it ―shapes and directs the reception of her present
experiences and context‖ (1993:117). Bose (1993) also asserts that although Jyoti
3

Mukherjee‘s Wife and Jasmine show the gradual change of migration in Mukherjee. Anne Brewster
considers Wife and Jasmine as ―enunciat[ing] a neo-nationalism‖ (1993:1). She points out that
Mukherjee‘s neo-nationalism is ‗constructing herself as an American and at rereading her experience
as national, or more precisely, neo-national‘ and also ‗identify[ing] with the centre‘ (5).
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seems to follow Mukherjee‘s idea of discarding the past, the character conforms to
her Indianness in her ‗American‘ life. A survey of the previous studies conducted on
the Indian female characters in Wife and Jasmine (e.g. Bose, Grewal, and Sunitha)
shows that the idea of the past has not been discussed as a particular concern. This
thesis will therefore explore the function of the past in Wife and Jasmine.
This thesis is significant in providing a new reading on the role of the
past in the first generation migrant, particularly of Indian female migrants, and
especially in the fiction of Bharati Mukherjee.
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CHAPTER ONE
Bharati Mukherjee: the Writer within Borders

The emergence of Asian migrant writers in America constitutes an important
addition to contemporary American literature.4 Sau-Ling Cynthia Wong (1993) states
that the canon of American literature recently has included Asian American authors
(3) and sees Asian migrant writers as members of mainstream. Bella Adams (2008)
has asserted that although Asian American literature gains recognition within the
American literary tradition, it is still discriminated against as ―to some Americans,
Asian Americans are not Americans, [they are] consistent with the perpetual
foreigner stereotype‖ (5). David Palumbo-Liu too regards Asian American literature
as ‗ethnic‘ literature that is marginalized within American literary studies as it is
―mostly serving to help distinguish American literature from its European
antecedents‖ (1995:161).5 Yet, these ‗ethnic‘ writers are primarily migrant people
from Third World countries or the offspring of people who a long time ago migrated
to the U.S. and who call the USA home.
Although ethnic literature in America functions as a complement to the
American literary tradition as a whole, the works of Asian migrant writers are
unusual in the way they present the stories of Third World migrants who negotiate
their relationship to the host land, and look back to an external point of origin. The
ideas of self identification with the host land and recuperating the roots of origin in

4

This term ‗Asian American‘ accommodates a geographical heterogeneity of those writers who come

from the Asia region such as Japan, Korea, Philippines, India, Cambodia, China, and Hong Kong.
5

‗Asian American‘ here may also mean ‗Third World‘ people. Trinh T. Minh-ha asserts that Third
World ―belongs to a category apart, a ‗special‘ one that is meant to be both complimentary and
complementary‖ (1989:97). What has been asserted by Trinh here resonates with Palumbo-Liu‘s view
of ethnic literature as complementary to American literature.
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diasporic writing suggest, ―[a] side-by-side configuration that is arguably unique to
Asian Americanness‖ (Adams, 2008:4), a kind of dual consciousness. One of the best
known among Asian migrant writers is Bharati Mukherjee.6 Although Mukherjee
prefers to be called an American writer, critics such as Mitali P. Wong and Zia Hasan
(2004) include her amongst South Asian writers whose distinction has created
recognition of Asian American literature (3). They assert that South Asian fictions
present themes that have something in common with Asian American literature in
general, such as ―immigrant experiences, nostalgic memories of Asian countries,
gender issues, intergenerational conflicts, struggles both inside and outside of the
ethnic community and problems of place and displacement, and traditionalist
ideologies versus assimilationist ideologies‖ (ibid; see also Tapping, 1992:285; Lim
and Ling, 1992:3).7 The emergence of South Asian fictions itself is relatively ‗new‘
as historically many Indians migrated to the U.S. after the new Immigration Act was
changed in 1965 and only in 1990 did Indians or South Asians gain literary
recognition (Grewal, 1996:91). South Asian writers such as Bharati Mukherjee and
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni have indeed enriched the Asian American literary scene
which was previously dominated by Chinese and Japanese American writers (Lim
and Ling, 1992: xiv).8
Having migrated to the U.S. for the first time in 1962, Bharati Mukherjee was
born in Calcutta in 1947 into a prominent Bengali family who had settled into an
6

Bharati Mukherjee, along with other poets and writers such as V.S. Naipaul, Amitav Gosh, Jhumpa
Lahiri, Monica Ali, Sudesh Mishra, etc., are regarded as prominent people who has been successful in
using literature as ―a prime medium‖ for expressing ―the experiential dimensions of diaspora‖ (Gupta
& Teaiwa, 2007:135).
7
However, Susan Koshy in ―The Fiction of Asian American‖ (1996) differentiates Asian American
literature from African American, Native American and Chicano literatures. She points out that the
definition of Asian American in general is unsteady as its ―meanings [are] continuously reinvented
after the arrival of new groups of immigrants and the enactment of legislative changes‖ (315).
8
As a representative of South Asian writers, in the USA, Bharati Mukherjee stands among fellow
South Asian writers such as Meena Alexander, Chitra Divakaruni, Agha Shahid Ali and Philipino
American writers such as Jessica Hagedorn and Han Ong (Lim et al, 2006:15).
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affluent neighbourhood. Her father, Dr. Sudhir Lal Mukherjee, was a well-known
chemist. As a child, she lived in England and Switzerland, periods which denote her
experience as a global citizen. She returned to India in 1951 and took her bachelor
degree from Calcutta University. In 1962 she was sent by her father to the U.S. to
study Creative Writing. In American Dreamer, Mukherjee reveals:
I flew into a small airport surrounded by cornfields and pastures,
ready to carry out the two commands my father had written out for me
the night before I left Calcutta: Spend two years studying creative
writing at the Iowa Writer‘s Workshop, then come back home and
marry the bridegroom he selected for me from our caste and class
(1997:1).

However, America changed her. Once there, she determined to stay on and
in 1963 married a Canadian writer, Clark Blaise. These decisions set her against her
father and she admits that, ―[t]hat act cut me off forever from the rules and ways of
upper-middle-class life in Bengal, and hurled me into a New World life of scary
improvisations and heady explorations‖ (Mukherjee, 1997:2). She decided not to
return to India, and has said that, ―it would have been harder for me to have lived in
Calcutta with a white American professor than for me, an Indian wife, to live in
multicultural society here‖ (Mukherjee in Vignisson, 1992-3:159). In contrast,
Dimple Dasgupta, who is an Indian wife, migrates to the US and leads a hard life as
an immigrant.
Mukherjee‘s marriage to Blaise required them to re-negotiate the roles of
husband and wife and led to their becoming partners in writing. They wrote two-nonfiction books, Days and Nights in Calcutta (1977) and The Sorrow and the Terror
(1987), and an interesting article entitled ―She Said, He Said: the Romance of Food
in Our Marriage‖ (2009). This marriage also brought her to experience the life of an
expatriate in Canada. Mukherjee, who initially was ready to absorb her ‗new‘ life in
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Canada, acknowledges that ―after fourteen years, 1980 … as a dark skinned
Canadian, as a non-European immigrant to Canada, life was really impossible, not
that it was impossible, but that it was very hard to be …‖ (Mukherjee in Vignisson,
1992-3:157). To her, Canada had turned out to be ―a New World country with Old
World concepts of a fixed, exclusivist national identity‖ (Mukherjee, 1997:2).
Even though Mukherjee‘s fictions did not gain much recognition or
acceptance in Canada, her move to the U.S. occurred during the awakening of Asian
American literature that would undeniably challenge the body of US literature.
Through writing that is enriched with the nuances of life in both India and America,
Mukherjee has injected a new view of immigrant life into contemporary American
literature. She imports philosophical and exotic aspects of India – the embodiments
of Hindu goddesses Sita, Kali, Savitri, Durga, reincarnation and sati – into her
American settings to create magical-realist fictions which make complex the ideas of
reality and imagination.
Indeed, Mukherjee contributes significantly not only to South Asian writings
in English but also to Asian American literature, since ―South Asian writing shares
many of the same concerns and characteristics of Asian American literature as a
whole‖ (Wong and Hasan, 2004:10). Although she aligns herself with all immigrant
‗writers of Ellis Island‘, her South Asian qualities cannot be ignored. All three
landscapes of India, Canada and the U.S. have shaped her emergence as a writer and
thus determined her place among other writers.
Mukherjee herself asserts the possibility of multiple belongings. In her
interview with Runar Vignisson, she declares, ―I am [a] woman with a series of
countries. It is necessary for me to put down roots wherever I land and wherever I
choose to stay‖ (1992-3:161). These sites not only trace Mukherjee‘s physical
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movements but also her inner connections to each country which Alam maps into
three different phases: exile, expatriation, and immigration (1996:9). Judie Newman
in The Ballistic Bard: Postcolonial Fictions (1995) reveals Mukherjee‘s
determination to ―leave her origins behind to become transnational, emerging as a
distinctive literary voice, whether she is claimed by India (and her origins in a Hindu
Bengali Brahmin family), Canada (her next nationality) or America (where, sickened
by persistent racist harassment in Toronto, she now lives and writes, an American
citizen)‖ (145).
Although leaving India meant leaving a society with strong traditional values
in which ―there were just so many aspects of India that [she] disliked‖ (Connell,
1990:15), it also engendered the sense of being an exile from India, ―the country that
she had left behind [but the land against which she was] compelled from time to time
to evaluate the nature of her ties to her ‗home‘‖ (Alam, 1996:9). This situation made
her ―a bridge, poised between two worlds‖ (Mukherjee in Steinberg, 1989:46). The
detachment from her original land, nevertheless, has enabled Mukherjee to view both
India and the U.S. differently. As she reveals, ―I was detached enough from India so
that I could look back with affection and irony‖ (ibid). Mukherjee‘s movements
through three countries inevitably changed her idea of nation which is no longer
―single and stable‖ (Dascalu, 2007:19) but one always fluid as clearly reflected in her
works, Wife and Jasmine, in which the female characters show the psychic impact of
moving from one place to another.
Canada, the country that she had hoped would embrace her warmly, gave her
a cold reception. She at first felt reluctant to leave America since she considered
America her ‗home‘. She realized that her husband‘s Canadian roots and her position
at McGill University necessitated her move there. She reveals, ―I would never have
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gone. I cried as I was crossing the border‖ (Mukherjee in Connell, 1990:11).
Although Mukherjee led an expatriate life in Canada and ―considered herself
superior to immigrants‖ (ibid), she experienced discrimination there. Sushma Tandon
reveals Mukherjee‘s experiences there: ―The Canadians do not feel shy in their
rhetoric while talking about immigrants. Bharati Mukherjee discovered that in polite
company she was an ‗East Indian‘ (the opposite presumably of a West Indian), and in
impolite company she was a ‗Paki‘, a British slur unknown in America‖ (2004:22;
see also Mukherjee‘s ―An Invisible Woman‖).9 This situation was so intolerable to
her that she decided to re-migrate to the U.S. in 1980.
During her time in Canada, where she had written The Tiger’s Daughter and
Wife, she had expected that she could be part of Canadian literature. She was
disappointed however to find out that, due to her South Asian origin and to the fact
that she did not write something about Canada, her works were excluded from the
Canadian literary scene. Mukherjee in her article ―An Invisible Woman‖ (1981)
reveals, ―If you don‘t have a family name, forget about joining us. If you don‘t have
Canadian content, forget about publishing here‖ (39). The fact that origin and
national interests did matter to Canadian literature made her feel ―that Indian writers
had not yet achieved the ease that would permit them to write of the self and the
expanding consciousness‖ (Tandon, 2004:23).
Despite the fact that Mukherjee found that ―here [in America,] diversity is
accepted‖ (Steinberg, 1989:46-7), it still ―took [her] a decade of painful introspection
to put nostalgia in perspective and to make the transition from expatriate to
American‖ (Mukherjee, 1997:2). Moving to America however, was felt to be
liberating for Mukherjee, since it offered her a true melting pot that accommodated

9

Brah stresses that the term ‗Paki‘ embeds ―an inferiorised collective subject‖ (1996:11).
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the differences that she carried along with her body. Dascalu states, ―the American
context puts in place the preconditions necessary to examine the intermingling of
cultures [which also] forms the bedrock of her novels‖ (2007:5). Becoming an
American, in Mukherjee‘s sense is ―being possessed of a spirit of adventurousness‖
(Adams, 2008:128). She is ready to embrace America and to insert herself in a
country America that provided her with ―the chance for romantic reincarnation‖
(Mukherjee in Connell, 1990:11).
Interestingly, Mukherjee was not the only one in her family who migrated to
America. Her sister, Mira Mukherjee, had moved to the U.S. a year earlier than
Bharati to study child psychology and pre-school education in Detroit. Although the
two sisters shared ‗similar‘ academic experiences, America has changed and
separated them. While Mira enjoys her experience of expatriation but keeps her roots
as an Indian woman, Bharati rejects her Indianness and readily embraces America‘s
values and signs of citizenship. Bharati has one youngest sister who married a
Maratha and stayed in Bombay. Mira too was married to an Indian man, a
Maharashtrian. These three sisters choose their own ways and ―none of [them]
fulfilled their father‘s desire for marrying the perfect match [men who come from the
same caste]‖ (Mukherjee in Meer, 1989:4). In the case of Mira and Bharati, this gave
them divergent ways of viewing their own identity and of dealing with their diasporic
identities. Mira has said that she views Bharati as someone with a ―lack of structure
in [her] life, the erasure of Indianness, [and] the absence of an unvarying daily core‖
(Mukherjee, 1996:1). For her part, Bharati pities Mira for ―the narrowness of her
perspective, her uninvolvement with the mythic depths or the superficial pop culture
of [American] society‖ (Mukherjee, 1996:1).
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The story of Mira and Bharati Mukherjee offers an insight into South Asian
diasporic women living in America; it has also provided Bharati with material for her
writing. These sisters‘ diasporic stories are clearly depicted in Bharati‘s later novel,
Desirable Daughters (2002). It depicts the story of three sisters, Padma, Parvati and
Tara, adapting their identities through the cultural collisions they experience. Indeed,
the notion of identity quest and cultural chaos embedded in the two worlds, East and
West is a universal theme in the work of South Asian diasporic writers. Lisa Lau in
―Making the Difference: The Differing Presentations and Representations of South
Asia in the Contemporary Fiction of Home and Diasporic South Asian Women
Writers‖ (2005) states: ―The strong polarization of East and West, with comparison
drawn and juxtapositions made between these two supposedly socially opposing or
even conflicting cultures, is all too common in the literature of South Asian women
writers‖ (2005:253).
Unlike Adams and Wong, Lau has categorized South Asian women writers as
‗diasporic‘ and ‗home writers‘ to differentiate those South Asian writers who write in
India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka from those who write from overseas. She further
divides South Asian diasporic writers into three broad categories:
South Asian women who were born and bred in a Western country
and have subsequently either been sent back to South Asia for a
prolonged stay or to be married, or have simply chosen to ‗return‘;
South Asian women who were born and bred in South Asia and
subsequently have either been sent or have chosen to live in the West;
and South Asian women who were born and bred in a Western
country and continue to live there (2005:244).
The same distinction is also raised by those who are away from the
motherland. Priyamvada Gopal in ―The Indian English Novel: Nation, History, and
Narration‖ (2009) points out:
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Over the years, the question of what it means to be Indian has been
posed not only by novelists whose work was set in the geographical
terrain that has become to be known as India, but increasingly and
with different resonances, by those who belong to the growing Indian
‗diaspora‘ or communities generated by the experience of migration,
many of whom fall under the governmental category, ‗Persons of
Indian Origin‘ (2009:161).
In the context of Lau‘s thesis, Mukherjee can be placed into the second
category. As a first-generation migrant who spent half of her time in India, she
uprooted herself from Calcutta and put down roots in Canada and in the U.S. These
have resulted in Mukherjee being presented by some as an in-between, a shuttling
exile. This is not an entirely negative image as she is deemed to have successfully
inserted herself into the host land and ―shows the ability of the exiles to shape the
worlds [she] encounter[s] in a positive and nonviolent manner, seizing and using the
very tools of their oppression‖ (Dascalu, 2007:4). Mukherjee succeeds in juxtaposing
the dual consciousness of India/America and she chooses ‗one way‘ of inserting
herself in the host land and shedding the hyphenation and the past. Nevertheless,
although Mukherjee seems to be content to dismiss the past, in a ‗positive and non
violent manner‘ it does not seem to be ‗non violent‘ at all. Discarding the elements of
the past does raise a question about one‘s identity. Can one throw away a ‗first
identity and abruptly switch on to another? What becomes of the personal history
that underscores one‘s present self?
More in keeping with Mukherjee‘s view, Tim Brennan in ―Cosmopolitans
and Celebrities‖ (1989) includes Mukherjee along with writers such as Mario Vargas
Llosa, Derek Walcott, Isabel Allende and Salman Rushdie in a class of the Third
World cosmopolitan celebrities (2). This ‗cosmopolitan‘ title in fact ‗elevates‘ her
position among other South Asian writers and places her into a different class of
writers. In this role, Mukherjee conveys ―a new world literature designed to capture
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the global juxtaposition‖ (4). Her position is significant in mediating Third World
literature and the international scene since ―they [these cosmopolitan writers,
including Mukherjee] hover between borders, the products of that peculiar
‗weightlessness‘‖ (6).
Despite critical celebrations of Mukherjee‘s diasporic experience, the writer
herself as we have noted already advocates dispensing with the migrant‘s past, what
Rushdie terms as ―a country from which we [immigrants] have all emigrated‖
(1991:12). Asian-American hyphenation, for Mukherjee, involves pigeonholing
people in ―the cultural landscape into a center and its peripheries‖ (Mukherjee,
1997:4). Hyphenation implies minority identity politics: opposing differences rather
than progressive mingling. One part of that hyphenation is past foreignness. As the
host land, the U.S. fulfils its promise of dream and constitution to all its citizens
regardless their ethnic, race and gender (ibid). Mukherjee‘s revelation can be
regarded as her ―declaration about her aesthetic aims as an immigrant writer‖
(D‘souza, 2004:184). This is her way of articulating a position within the
confrontations of differences such as ―language, race and art in world of disparate
peoples comprising a single, if not exactly unified, world‖ (ibid). Mukherjee‘s
rejection of the past or of her Indianness recalls the cases of those Asian Americans
who as Koshy asserts, ―have historically disavowed their connections to Asia in
order to challenge racist stereotypes as perpetual foreigners‖ (1996:336).
Her rejection of the past which she calls ―a letting go of rigid ideals about the
purity of inherited culture‖ (1996:30), to some extent complicates her literaryhistorical critical placing. Gail Ching-Liang Low (1993) asserts that it is difficult to
define Mukherjee‘s position as a writer: ―we [the seminar group] found that we could
not fit her writing into the model of post-colonial and diasporic texts that we had
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collectively mapped out as important‖ (9) since she has determined herself as an
American writer along with ―other American authors whose ancestors arrived at Ellis
Island‖ (Mukherjee in Carb, 1988-89: 650).
Significantly, Indian critic Malashri Lal, argues that Mukherjee‘s place
amongst Indian-English women writers is undeniably marked by her ‗pre-history‘ as
an Indian and that as ―Bharati Mukherjee‘s large audiences in India have frequently
testified, her denials cannot be taken seriously because most of her literary material
is substantively located in interpretations of Indianness‖ (1995:144). She criticizes
Mukherjee for intentionally complicating her identity, ―perhaps over-reacting to the
likelihood of being enclosed in a coterie culture geographically and ideologically
separate from her chosen home and citizenship‖ (1993:57). She also accuses
Mukherjee‘s sense of Americanness of being ―narrow, restrictive, somewhat bigoted,
for no writer is characterized by his or her passport details‖ (ibid). Craig Tapping
similarly asserts that Mukherjee‘s refusal of her Indianness, her past is ―a dilemma
[as] she also carries a lot of the old with her‖ (1992:295).
Fransisco Collado Rodriguez in his interview with Mukherjee (1995)
questions Mukherjee‘s retention of her Indian name, noting that not adopting her
Canadian husband‘s name was ―something rather surprising for an Indian-American
woman‖ (306).10 Mukherjee responds that her name is important for her, since it is
closely related to her upbringing as a Bengali woman. Bengal tradition has given her
two names which she describes as ―nonsense name or hoshmi‖ and formal name‖

10

Malashri Lal also raises the same point about Mukherjee‘s effort to retain her Bengali name despite
her denial of her Indian past. Lal asserts, ―several times during her 1989 tour of India, she refused to
answer questions about her ‗Indianness‘. Yet the audience saw her sari-clad, dark-eyed, dark-haired,
retaining an obvious Bengali-Brahmin name‖ (1993:59).
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(306)11. These names carry associations of freedom or restriction for Mukherjee.
They require her to behave differently. She asserts, ―I am both people: I can relax
when I am called by my familiar name, but I have to be dignified when I am Bharati‖
(Mukherjee in Rodriquez, 1995:306). Retaining her Indian names, nevertheless,
enables her to balance herself between the dual worlds (Calcutta and America). It
strengthens her position of being away from the motherland, leaving all those
familiar things behind. Her Indian names represent the essence of the past that
constantly ―evoke imagined communities, training the products of diasporas to live
in the imagination‖ (Ch‘ien, 2004:3).
Menakshi Mukherjee in ―The Anxiety of Indianness: Our Novels in English‖
(1993) asserts that despite Mukherjee‘s denials, the past or a quality of Indianness
remains significant, ―but only as a metaphor, India less as a place than a topos, a set
of imaginative references‖ (2610). Bharati Mukherjee herself confesses in Darkness,
―Indianness is now a metaphor, a particular way of partially comprehending the
world‖ (1985:3). Tapping also agrees that geographically India no longer signifies
home to Mukherjee: it is ―rather a way of perceiving reality and adapting to the
empirical world‖ (1992:297). Mukherjee‘s metaphor, however, is ―janus-faced‖, as
Brennan might put it (1989:7). Janus gazes at the same time in two opposing
directions, to the past and future (Braziel and Mannur, 2003:9).12 Although

11

In Bengali tradition, a person may have two names, formal and nonsense name or hoshmi which is
used daily among family and friends. According to Mukherjee, hoshmi name does not mean anything.
(Mukherjee in Rodriguez, 1995:306). In Jhumpa Lahiri‘s The Namesake, to name a baby is stressed
as a pivotal tradition. The Indian husband and wife characters in the novel have to ‗import‘ an Indian
name for their baby boy. Since the letter from their grandmother, the person who is authorized to
name the baby, never arrives from India, they finally name their boy ‗Gogol‘ after a great Russian
writer, Nikolai Gogol.
12
Trishanku, a king in the Hindu epic, The Ramayana, also represents a dual consciousness as he lives
between Earth and Heaven. It is said that he was helped by Viswamitra, a sage, to ascend to heaven
with his body. Indra, the king of gods, however, tried to prevent this by returning him to Earth.
Vismamitra protected him by creating a ―virtual heaven‖. Trishanku remains in his ‗virtual heaven‘,
the third space (Rath, 2000:10).
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Mukherjee herself stresses that her Indianness is only a device to expand her writing,
the metaphor accommodates a dual consciousness that balances both worlds. It is not
only viewed as a way of allowing the writer to adjust herself to the host land but it is
also an expression of the loss of a nation. Metaphor, as Bhabha states, ―transfers the
meaning of home and belonging, across the middle passage‖ (1990:291). Home is
not limitedly understood as the physical ‗home‘ but rather as an imaginative
construction. Mukherjee‘s metaphor enlivens that sense of ‗home‘, an imaginative
Indianness in her fictions. Her metaphor is not simply a device but it is the
manifestation of the past/ history. It allows Mukherjee to create links between India
and the host nation which ―lived within the imagination‖ (Ghosh, 1989:76). It is, as
Brennan further asserts, ―always a combination of formal elements that are contextspecific, and therefore resistant to an imposed norm‖ (Brennan, 1987:7).
For Mukherjee, India is both an exotic location through its tales of myths
and gods-goddesses, and also a society where a strong patriarchal tradition restricts
Indian women.13 Gopal states: ―in the work of the most well-known Indian American
writer, Bharati Mukherjee, India is figured simultaneously as the sphere of
spirituality and wisdom and as a deeply and homogeneously oppressive culture‖
(2004:175). Mukherjee does not seem to conform to the traditional views that
encircle every aspect of Indian women‘s‘ lives. Jyoti Vindh seems to embody
Mukherjee‘s revolt against Indian patriarchal values. Days and Nights in Calcutta
(1977), her joint work with Clark Blaise, reflects on the lives of her school friends at
Loretto House, who unlike her, chose to stay in India and become housewives. These

13

Although distancing herself from India, Mughal painting is one Indian aspect that inspired her to
write her ‗mughal-style‘ narrative, specifically used in The Holder of the World, Darkness and The
Middleman and Other Stories, also an essay entitled ―A Four-Hundred Year Old Woman‖. The idea
of Mughal India is also used by Salman Rushdie in ―Commonwealth Literature does not Exist‖ (1991)
to represent the ―very essence of Indian culture‖ with its multicultural and diverse tradition (67).
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women reveal their experiences of dealing with restricted tradition. Mukherjee
criticises the position of these women within the constellation of traditional Calcutta.
Although the notion of migration did not even come to their minds, they desire selffulfilment.
Yet Mukherjee‘s attempt to separate herself from Indianness is somehow
vague, as she equates the dispensing of the past with the notion of reincarnation,
which is very Indian. She declares: ―Our souls can be reborn in another body, so the
perspective I have about a single character‘s life is different from that of an
American writer who believes that he only has one life‖ (Mukherjee in Carb, 198889:651). Jyoti Vindh, her female character in Jasmine, carries Mukherjee‘s mission
of reincarnating self, murdering the old self in order to reborn as a new self. Framing
the idea of shedding the past in terms of a reincarnation shows that Mukherjee has
carried over that sense of being an Indian. Moreover, murdering the old self does not
mean that aspects of it do not continue to exist. Although this old self seems to ―die
and rise again, accordingly invested with new meanings‖, the aspect of the old self,
however, somehow comes out and ―always equipped with a secondhand memory‖
(Trinh, 1989:79).
During her writing career Mukherjee has experienced tremendous changes
and at the same time her definition of migration evolves. In ―Mimicry and
Reinvention‖, she declares herself to be an ‗immigrant‘ writer and not an expatriate
writer or exile (1983:147), whereas in her earlier life overseas she tended to favour
the other terms. Fakrul Alam has distinguished these three notions in Bharati
Mukherjee (1996:10).
Accordingly, in ―Imagining Homelands‖ (1999), Mukherjee has proposed
―four narratives those of expatriation, exile, immigration and repatriation‖ (216)
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suggesting a more contextual elaboration of those terms that may fit the notion of
contemporary residency and citizenship. In this essay, she addresses herself within
American society as ―an integrationist, and also to use a deliberately ugly word, a
mongrelizer‖ (219).
For her, immigration most importantly deals with ―the act of adopting new
citizenship, of going the full nine yards of transformation‖ (217). Expatriation which
she labels ―the route of cool detachment‖ (218) is defined as ―the act of sustained
self-removal from one‘s native culture‖ and is also articulated by the act of resisting
full integration to the host land (217). Exile endures that perplexing bind of the
home land which becomes ―the source of [the exile] wounding, and he may or may
not choose, or have the option of choosing, to translate his passions or his words‖
(ibid).

She points out, that the notion of exile also includes ―that of furious

engagement‖ (218), the feeling she confesses to have possessed during her life in
Canada, her husband‘s country.
Mukherjee considers that repatriation ―complicates even the murkier aspects
of immigration‖ (221). For her, nevertheless, this is impossibility. She asserts that
physically returning to India can only occur in terms of family visits and relaxed
vacations. In this context, as Gopal pronounces, India ―is not so much imagined
homeland as imaginary foil for mythologies of America‖ (2009:176). Mukherjee‘s
fictions accommodate differences embedded in her characters. These have become
compelling sites for charting their different attempts to find spaces within the host
land.
Mukherjee‘s changes of outlook in fact come about not only because of her
own journey but also because of the writers whom she identifies with. Earlier in her
initial career, Trinidad-born British writer, V.S. Naipaul, becomes her model. Ken
33

Goodwin states that V.S. Naipaul‘s work is the model for Wife. She started to write
this novel in 1973 in India (2008:410). Mukherjee and Naipaul have something in
common in terms of their diasporic experiences. Naipaul was born in Trinidad into
an expatriate Brahmin family and like Mukherjee; he got his education away from
home (at Oxford University in his case). Though both writers are distanced from
their origins, Trinidad and India, some aspects of their works still reflect parts of the
old worlds, the so-called Third World. Dascalu argues that these geographical visions
distinguish their fiction from that of other writers:
They are not simply producing an artistic product in which the
characters can be considered fictional representations and the plots
merely narratives that are rolled out for the entertainment and
aesthetic pleasure of the readership. These writers [V.S. Naipaul and
Bharati Mukherjee] represent the real world: their novels interact with
history – particularly with the history of post-coloniality – in an
attempt to reach out to the truth of the world (Dascalu, 2007:7).
However, as Mukherjee‘s migrant vision changed and she began to separate
herself from the past and considered herself more as an American writer, she moved
away from Naipaul and refused to be seen as a Third World writer. She identified
herself with a writer such as Bernard Malamud, a Jewish American – whose work
―describes the lives of East European Jewish immigrants‖ (Mukherjee in Carb, 198889: 650). He inspired her notion of totally integrating her migrant-self into American
society.14 For Mukherjee, Malamud‘s stories have definitely injected the spirit of
assimilating herself to the host land. She explicitly admits:
Like Malamud, I write about a minority community which escapes the
ghetto and adapts itself to the patterns of the dominant American
14

Mukerherjee and Clark have very close relationships with Malamud. The writer (Bernard Malamud)
―was like a second father to Clark and [Mukherjee]: [Malamud] was Clark‘s teacher [and became
Mukherjee‘s friend too as she is married to Clark]‖ (Mukherjee in Rodriguez, 1995:296). When she
read Malamud‘s Selected Stories, she had a problem in 1984. She reveals during her expatriate phase,
―she had then very little money left because of a racist wave in Canada, [she] was not allowed there
anymore and legally [she] could not have a job and there [she] was sitting in the kitchen reading
[Malamud]‖ (ibid)..
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culture […] Malamud most of all speaks to me as a writer and I
admire his work a great deal. Immersing myself in his work gave me
the self-confidence to write about my own community (ibid).
So, while depicting the particularities of Indian migrants, she promotes
integration to the host land and eliminating the visible differences in order to mingle
with multicultural America. Her words progressively reject the label ‗exile‘ to
comprehensively ―[adopt] the term ‗(im)migrant to describe both [her] literary
production and personal experience of transculturation‖ (Mardorossian, 2002:15).
Mukherjee‘s attempt to distance herself from the old world can best be seen
in Jyoti Vindh, who with all her differences, escapes the traditional Punjab and
manages to integrate into American society. Jyoti‘s figure more or less reflects
Mukherjee‘s own shift from traditional immigrant to an assimilationist. However,
Ruth Maxey in ―Who wants Pale, Thin, Pink Flesh?: Bharati Mukherjee, Whiteness,
and South Asian American Writing‖ (2006) reveals Mukherjee‘s paradoxical mode
of depicting whiteness – white characters in her fictions. Mukherjee‘s paradoxical
view articulates her typical characteristic of being a diasporic writer which is as Hall
states, ―unstable, metamorphic and even contradictory‖ (Hall, 2003:236). The
past/history determines Mukherjee‘s bifocal view of whiteness as ‗positive‘ and
‗negative‘ (in Maxey‘s words, ‗enemy‘ and ‗beloved‘ ones). It is her ‗second‘
cultural identity that reveals her ―traumatic character of the ‗colonial‘ experience‖
(Hall, 2003:236).
Mukherjee does not deliberately direct her fiction toward the disputes
between East and West. She says: ―my personal interest is in totally deleting the
academic postcolonial discourse about centre and periphery ...‖ (Mukherjee in
Gabriel, 2003:129). She seems to deny the idea of boundaries within nations,
particularly in subscribing to America‘s melting pot and to ―invalidate the notion of
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the single and stable nation‖ (Dascalu, 2007:19). In this point, she confirms herself
part of the cosmopolitan writers who blur the boundaries of ‗home land‘ and abroad.
This dynamic concept of self and nation positions Mukherjee as both Indian and
American. She negotiates a strategic reply to the ontological question of being an
Indian writer, as set out by Salman Rushdie in ―Imaginary Homeland‖:
To be an Indian writer in this society is to face, every day, problems
of definition. What does it mean to be ‗Indian‘ outside India? How
can culture be preserved without becoming ossified? How should we
discuss the need for change within ourselves and our community
without seeming to play into the hands of our racial enemies? What
are the consequences, both spiritual and practical, of refusing to make
any concessions to Western ideas and practices? What are the
consequences of embracing those ideas and practices and turning
away from the ones that came here with us? These questions are all a
single, existential question: How are we to live in the world?
(1991:18).
Even though Mukherjee has been an American citizen since 1988, the label of
Indian is still imposed on her. India not only indicates her origin but it becomes the
determinant source of her works.15 This inevitably outlines her ties to India as her
mother land. Indeed, Rushdie points out that migration enables migrant writers to act
―at the same time as insiders and outsiders in this society‖ (1991:19). Related to this
notion of writer as both an insider and outsider, Mukherjee (1997) herself admits in
an interview with Ron Hogan: ―a writer, in order to be at her or his sensitive and
most receptive, has to be both an insider and an outsider‖ (4). Becoming an insider of
India has given Mukherjee literary authority to represent the originality and
authenticity of India as the theme of her writings. Her views are important as primary
sources through which the world sees Indian and its cultural elements. Meanwhile,

15

Parrenas and Siu assert that though South Asians, like Mukherjee have migrated to the U.S., ―the
conflation of place, culture, and race continues to persist‖ (2007:9). It has specified their identities as
Asian people who ―cannot be disassociated from being Asian‖ (ibid).
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being an outsider has allowed Mukherjee to view and present India objectively in
relation to the global constellation.
Carine M. Mardorossian in ―From Literature of Exile to Migrant Literature‖
(2002) argues of cosmopolitan diasporic writers that ―their ‗privileged‘ status as inbetweens, mediators between two cultures thus often becomes the cue that grounds
interpretation and constructs a binary logic between an alienating ‗here‘ and a
romanticized ‗homeland‘‖ (2002:16). Although Mardorossian‘s statement does not
fully represent Mukherjee‘s position as no longer ―an exile[d]‖ writer, the statement
is true in terms of Mukherjee‘s transition from an exile to immigrant writer in Wife
and Jasmine.
Mukherjee‘s views on women and diaspora confirm Avtar Brah‘s view of
diaspora as liberating women from the old world‘s repression, since ―the
reconfigurations of these [genderist] social relations‖ will be transformed by
―policies, institutions and modes of signification‖ (Brah, 1996:190). Through this
journey writing back to India, Alam comments, ―getting to know these women again
after 14 years, Mukherjee concludes that something was terribly, terribly wrong with
the world she was now reentering‖ (1996:29). Mukherjee personally admits, ―there
were just so many aspects of India that I disliked by then‖ (Mukherjee in Connell,
1990:15), referring particularly to the position of Indian women in Calcutta.
Re-locating to the U.S. after spending time as an expatriate in Canada in
1966, Mukherjee expanded her writing career and absorbed the multicultural
atmosphere of America. America had untied the possibilities of living on her own
terms in a way that Canada could not. America‘s melting pot enabled her to melt into
that un-belongingness to certain ethnic origin. She reveals that this was liberating
since ―[she] wanted to get away from that sense of belonging. [she] didn‘t want
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anyone to know where [she] fit in, so [she] could be whoever [she] wanted to be,
anywhere, and [she] could keep moving‖ (Mukherjee in Connell, 1990:11). She
attempts to create a borderless space for herself regardless of the notions of ethnicity,
national interest, and race.
Inderpal Grewal in Transnational America points out that although America
with its melting pot and American dream seem to propose freedom and the act of free
will regardless of race, class, nationality, and gender, cultural identity is yet a
formative aspect in the process of adapting self to the host land. Identity, according
to Grewal, cannot be simply viewed as ―a matter of individual will or choice‖
(2005:72). Identity is the embodiment of the past that may not be easily erased and it
should be renegotiated within the dominant American society. Cultural identity has
in fact determined a migrant‘s process of adaptation, as Grewal asserts, ―Without
such privileges, migration has always been a story of difficult and weaker
transnational connectivities …‖ (2005:68).
In Mukherjee‘s case, her cultural identity as Bengali Brahmin elite with
Western education is a privilege that eases her adaptation to the host land. In
contrast, Dimple and Jasmine are originated from low-middle class with minimum
access to Western education. Dimple has difficulties with her English although
community network makes possible her insertion into the American society.
Meanwhile, Jasmine does not experience a language barrier but she has no
connection with the community network. Mukherjee herself is freer to merge with
American society, but nonetheless, as Grewal points out, she does this under
constraints of imposed and inherited identities.
Mukherjee‘s desire to be inconspicuous in America is to some extent
reflected in Lilian Gordon‘s words encouraging Jyoti to ―walk and talk American,
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[then] they‘ll think you were born here‖ (Jasmine, 120). Integration into the new land
can possibly be achieved through the act of mimicking the American, although that
may entail losing parts of one‘s identity. Dascalu asserts that the notion of mimicry is
―the act that the exile engages in – the act of taking part in the host culture, trying to
become a member of the culture of which the exile is not a ‗native‘ (2007:13). In
fact, Mukherjee views mimicry as a positive matter since it is one of the many
―modes of survival‖ (Mukherjee, 1983:152) which ranges differently from ―excolony to ex-colony‖ (ibid). She also equates mimicry with ―literary guerilla,
warfare, and open insurrection‖ (149), identifying three ways for the post-colonial
writer to cope with colonial victimization. Mimicking, she believes, elevates her to
that level of American society which then enables her to reinvent herself. In her
essay ―Mimicry and Reinvention‖ she says, ―I felt that my entire writing and life
writing bounce off those two words [mimicry and reinventing]‖ (1983:147).
Nonetheless reinvention involves the carryover of the elements of her original
culture into her new social context. The carryover of the elements of her original
culture is represented through the insertion of Indian myths and gods-goddesses
which became her interest when she was a university student in India. The insertion
of the past has indeed injected an Eastern context into the contemporary American
literary tradition. On the carryover of these aspects of Indianness, she vigorously
reveals, ―this was part of my own world, gods and monsters who had a very literal,
physical presence. So that my world was not just what is within a village boundary,
or the commons as the rural Brits would say, but included a cosmology that included
angels and devils and gods and so on, in a physical way‖ (Mukherjee in Vignisson,
1992-3:156). In transporting her cultures, Mukherjee contributes to the construction
of ―reality and myth in a contemporary American setting‖ (Wong and Hasan,
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2004:59). Dascalu also comments that Mukherjee does not write in ―the realist mode
and [does] not need the conventional tools that literary history has used to authorize
depictions of the truth of the world‖ (2007:8).
For South Asian writers – those who are from ―India, Pakistan, Bangladesh,
Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan, Sri Lanka, and perhaps peripherally, Afghanistan and
Myanmar (Burma)‖ (Wong and Hasan, 2004:1) – this is especially the case for
writers who come from India, once under British colonialism: English is not major
barrier to convey their thoughts. Indeed, the legacy of English language has
prevented South Asian fiction writers from ―[the] concerns of linguistic
discrimination and the continuing seesaw of bilingual and bicultural differences‖
(Wong and Hasan, 2004:11). In the case of Mukherjee, English serves as a cultural
and linguistic package which simply enabled her to fuse and identify herself with the
host land. British colonialism had also enriched Mukherjee‘s own sense of Calcutta
as the land that she left behind and had created a double vision comprised of ―orderdisorder, fecundity-sterility of hope and ambition, native lewdness-colonial chastity‖
(Mukherjee, 1983:149). Such ‗bifocal‘ vision prepares her for the experience of
living overseas. In ―It‘s a Free Country: Bharati Mukherjee‘s Vision of Hybridity in
the Metropolis‖ (1996) Geraldine Stoneham remarks on this ―the virtue of
colonialism, with a double voice – a hybrid tongue which articulates the language of
the self and the other‖ (18). Mukherjee herself confirms that, ―Writing in a borrowed
tongue [English, in this case] promises escape or power or a larger readership‖
(1983:147) which she sees as a common phenomenon in Commonwealth writers.
This, she further asserts, has indeed distinguished those ―Commonwealth writer who
can mimic perfectly the colonial original from those who simply write in a second
language‖ (1983:147).
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Mukherjee in fact is accustomed to these bilingual and bicultural situations.
Her social status as a Brahmin had allowed her to get proper education not only in
India but also overseas. She reveals:

[After three and half years in Europe], then I came back to Calcutta
and during my whole teenage years, through the fifties, I was in a
school in Calcutta that was far more British than any school I‘d gone
to in England. We had to learn Christian Scriptures, so that even
though I was a Hindu, as were the majority of girls at this very elite
girls school, the girls from the best families had to go to this school –
it was prestige school – and very often we Hindu girls ended up doing
much better in the courses on Scripture than the Christian girls. So
that gave me both a grounding in English language and literature, and
the traditions of the British novel
(Mukherjee in Vignisson, 1992-3:154-55).

That kind of educational system had brought Mukherjee to undervalue
―surrealism or magic realism [which] is a natural part of the literary tradition of the
Hindu mind‖ and overrate, therefore ―mimic, the British tradition of logic, satire,
irony and realism‖ (ibid). She admits that The Tiger’s Daughter (1972), the novel she
wrote in Canada, is partly influenced by the notion of colonialism which makes it
―European, bourgeois, and crazy‖ (ibid). She reveals that it is the omniscient point of
view that she used in the novel that makes it ―very Janeaustenian‖ (ibid).
Mukherjee benefits from the effect of post-colonialism in India when she
migrates to the U.S. She tried to transform her British English into American English
partly to show her resistance against the effect of colonialism that she carried with
her. She says:
I was brought up in independent India, however, I was taught to
valorize nineteenth-century well-formulated British clauses and
phrase making, you know, that artificial British wit and smoothness
… and this has been a very empowering experience for me. I wanted
to get rid of all that and write with energy and simplicity, sometimes
even deliberately using all the crudity of American speech. This has
been my anti-colonial effort, a way to express decolonization
(Mukherjee in Rodriguez, 1995:295).
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Through her short stories collection, Darkness, which was published two
years after her migration to the U.S., she was able to work with ―irony and was no
longer comfortable using an authoritative point of view‖ (Mukherjee in Carb, 198889:649). This transition, however, also partly shows the shift of pre-dominant power
from Britain to the U.S. As Salman Rushdie points out in ―Commonwealth Literature
does not exist‖ (1991):
But its present-day pre-eminence is not solely – perhaps not even
primarily – the result of the British legacy. It is also the effect of the
primacy of the United States of America in the affairs of the world.
This second impetus towards English could be termed a kind of
linguistic neo-colonialism, or just plain pragmatism on the part of
many of the world‘s governments and educationists (64).
In addition, Mukherjee‘s bicultural background also helps her to adapt to her
marriage with Clark Blaise. Clark and Mukherjee, in fact, have something in
common. Both of them are accustomed to that multicultural situation though they
perceive particular connection to certain places. Blaise‘s parents are Canadian but
since Blaise was born in North Dakota, this has given him American citizenship.
Like Mukherjee, he is divided between ―North and South, hot/cold, father/mother
[Canada/England]‖ (Mukherjee in Vignisson, 1992:157). Mukherjee and Blaise in
this case have similar experiences related with dual situations. Unlike Mukherjee
who embraces America as her home, Blaise considers Canada the only ―solution to
[his] identity crisis‖ and this turned out to be problematic for him as they had to
move to the U.S. (Blaise in Connell, 1990:11). Mukherjee confessed that she did feel
guilty dragging Clark and their two sons away from Canada, but for her it was ―the
only way I could think of removing myself from the persistent hurt‖ (Mukherjee in
Carb, 1988-89:652).
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In fact, literature has become one of the bridges that connect this couple.
Through their writing collaborations – Days and Nights in Calcutta, The Sorrow and
the Terror and ―She Said, He said: The Romance of Food in Our Marriage‖ – they
attempt to explore each other‘s worlds and also place themselves in both worlds.
Days and Nights in Calcutta is ―a day-to-day account of two people going to India –
Clark for the first time, [Mukherjee] having to reconnect with the family‖
(Mukherjee in Vignisson, 1992:15). Days and Nights in Calcutta is her account of a
return visit to India for the first time ever since she moved to the U.S.
―She Said, He said: The Romance of Food in Our Marriage‖ sums up
Mukherjee‘s ideas about transnational living. Like their ventures of forming identity
through three continents, Blaise‘s and Mukherjee‘s food has turned out to be a
‗hybrid‘ that strikingly accommodates both worlds, North America and India. Like
her character in Jasmine, Jane Ripplemeyer (Jyoti‘s ‗reincarnation‘) Mukherjee
creates her own ―culinary aesthetics‖ (2009:29). Although she vehemently rejects
Indianness, she reveals, ―the Bengali in [her] still equates feeding and eating with
love‖ (ibid). India has undeniably survived in her mashed potatoes – which her
father-in-law commented on as ―[having] ―a kick [of India] all their own‖. She
admits, ―My secret ingredient for the potatoes that night? Mustard oil and scallions.
That‘s a compliment I treasure‖ (ibid).
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CHAPTER TWO

DIASPORA AND IDENTITY

In the previous chapter, I have discussed Bharati Mukherjee‘s experience as a
migrant in Canada and the U.S. and how it impacted on her writing and shaped her
perspectives on the migrant‘s assimilation to the host land. Specifically, I argued that
although Mukherjee views herself as an American writer, her attention to migration
as formative experience and theme therefore means that her work can be discussed
within the context of writing informed by diasporic experiences. This chapter
surveys general concepts of diaspora and also elaborates the background of the
Asian-American diaspora, before discussing South Asian diaspora and Indian
diasporic women. The role of double consciousness in the concept of identity and its
relation to diaspora phenomenon will be elaborated in the final part of the chapter.
Points of the discussion above are important in supporting further analysis on the
migrant experiences of Mukherjee and her two female characters, Dimple and Jyoti.
Their migrant experiences carry such a complex issue related to the construction of
identity and their positions as women away from home. Although Mukherjee
rejected the Asian-American hyphenation, she cannot deny that she is always
connected to India, her ‗initial‘ country. This is similar to Dimple and Jyoti who
cannot escape from the fact that they are always related to India. The process of
interaction with the host land has inevitably resulted in their being grouped into
Asian-American. The elaboration on the Asian American diaspora provides a slight
of political and sociological background which is related to the migrations of
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Mukherjee and her female characters to the U.S. Meanwhile, South Asian diaspora
and Indian diasporic women sections give particular information on the
characteristics of South Asian and Indian women in the host land and especially how
they get along with the new land and maintain their links to the motherland.
Diaspora, describing a dynamic movement of peoples out of an original
homeland, has implications for the notion of identity: old stable singular identity
alters into site of contesting identities. As Avtar Brah states, diaspora does not refer
to ―casual travels‖ or temporary sojourns, but to people movements that ―are
essentially about settling down, about putting roots elsewhere‖ (1996:179). Such
‗settling down‘ and ‗putting roots elsewhere‘ involves not only physical movement
but also an ‗inner‘ re-construction. In the words of Gina Wisker (2007), ―people are
living somehow out of place in a new culture and yet making their own versions of it,
their own version of self, while still retaining versions of the home culture‖
(2007:92). In this case, diaspora inevitably has transformed ideas of identity. Identity
that once belongs to the ‗initial‘ origin has to be redefined with reference to the new
place. This process of adapting self to the host land generates a ‗new‘ identity which
consists of dual or even multiple layers. As Stuart Hall (1996) explains:
We need to situate the debates about identity within all those
historically specific developments and practices which have disturbed
the relatively ‗settled‘ character of many populations and cultures,
above all in relation to the processes of globalization, which I would
like to argue are coterminous with modernity and the processes of
forced and ‗free‘ migration, which have become a global phenomenon
of the so-called ‗post-colonial‘ world (4).
In this sense, the past or history is indeed significant in the process of subject
formation in migration as it is inevitably interrelated with the present state and
modifies the concept of ‗old‘ identity.
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GENERAL DIASPORA
Diaspora as the manifestation of global resettlement has developed into a
specific study which no longer restricts its brief merely to people‘s movement out of
the nation. Dealing with its development, dispute emerges on how diaspora should be
differentiated from terms such as ‗immigrant‘, ‗migrant‘, or ‗exile‘ (Raj in Singh,
2007:50) since their meanings seem to overlap. Etymologically, diaspora is derived
from the Greek word, diasperien, from dia-, across and –sperien, to sow or scatter
seeds (Braziel and Mannur, 2003:1). This term was initially coined to describe the
Jewish communities that lived scattered outside their homeland but has since
undergone significant changes in its meaning. The historical background of Jewish
diaspora, however, is relevant in defining the term of diaspora as ―an originary point‖
(Cho, 2007:17), as the initial referent to the historical background of diaspora in
general. Diaspora is now used to describe the dispersal of other peoples who live out
of their homeland (Dahiya, 2007:32).
Today, the term ‗diaspora‘ denotes ―a larger semantic domain that includes
words like immigrant, expatriate, refugee, guest-worker, exile community, overseas
community, [and] ethnic community‖ (Tölölyan in Clifford, 1994:303). Tölölyan
views diaspora as sharing its meaning with other terms such as ‗migration‘ and
differs from those of other critics such as Jana Evans Braziel and Anita Mannur
(2003). The latter two have stated that ‗diaspora‘ should be limited and distinguished
from other terms such as ‗migration‘ or it ―risks losing specificity and critical merit‖
(2003:7). Diaspora in fact, has been a great concern in postcolonial studies in terms
of the relationship of diasporic people to the host land. Lily Cho states that diaspora
shares its meaning with terms such as ―hybridity, globalization, postcolonial and
minority‖ (2007:12). Being a diasporic subject, one inevitably has to experience a
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sense of being global. Within this global space, diasporic people bear their
differences. The feelings of being different or becoming ‗others‘ in global space have
stimulated postcolonial literary discussions of the politics of race, ethnicity and
gender as they play out across and beyond nations. This may further influence how
migrants engage themselves with the host land as it may include experiences of being
accepted or excluded. As Clifford states, ―while there is a range of acceptance and
alienation associated with ethnic and class variations, the masses of these new
arrivals are kept in subordinate positions by established structures of racial
exclusion‖ (1994:311).
Rogers Brubaker (2005) establishes three core stages of diaspora (5).
Dispersion – first stage of diaspora – literally means the scattering of certain groups
of people across state borders (ibid). Although this is considered to be an inevitable
point in the diasporic situation, Cho argues that diaspora cannot be restricted merely
to this understanding (2007:11; see also Avtar Brah). The second stage is ‗homeland
orientation‘, which Brubaker defines as ―the orientation to a real or imagined
‗homeland‘ as an authoritative source of value, identity and loyalty‖ (ibid). The
notion of homeland is indeed a strong bind for ‗new‘ and first-generation
immigrants. These people, while migrating, retain many of the values of the old
world. As Khachig Tölölyan states, ―the defining characteristics of diasporas, are,
first, a culture and a collective identity that preserves elements of the homeland‘s
language, or religious, social and cultural practice‖ (649).
This situation, however, changes in subsequent generations, since ―at certain
point after several generations, the descendants of the first generation of emigrants
cease to be a ‗segment‘ of the homeland‘s population in any meaningful sense‖
(ibid). Unlike first-generation migrants, second or third generations feel at home in a
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host land where they have already spent most of their time in the land which they
now see as home. The third stage – boundary-maintenance — seems to overlap the
second stage in the way diasporic people position themselves toward the homeland.
It refers to the immigrants‘ efforts of maintaining their homeland, negotiating
whether to assimilate themselves to the host land or to resist it (6).
Steven Vertovec (2000) offers a more specific definition of diaspora by
dividing it into three categories; diaspora as a social form, diaspora as type of
consciousness, and diaspora as mode of cultural production (142). Diaspora as a
social form is defined on the basis of relationship, despite dispersal among the group
of diasporic people (ibid). Meanwhile, diaspora as a type of consciousness is
understood as a triadic relationship of ―variety of experience, a state of mind, and a
sense of identity‖ (146). The last type of diaspora puts its significance on ―the
production and reproduction of transnational social and cultural phenomena‖ (153).
This study focuses primarily on diaspora as a type of consciousness and
examines it with reference to the subject positions of Indian migrant women in
Mukherjee‘s texts. It draws on Vertovec‘s view of diaspora as a type of
consciousness as ―marked by various dimensions of dual or paradoxical nature‖
(2000:147). James Clifford (1994) similarly offers a more ‗personal‘ definition of
diaspora as ―the sense of being part of an ongoing transnational network that includes
the homeland, not as something simply left behind, but as a place of attachment in a
contrapuntal modernity‖ (1994:311). In this case, Clifford views diaspora as a
‗positive‘ movement that positions the home land and host land as interrelated and
does not separate them.
Lily Cho more or less agrees with Clifford. She points out that diaspora may
not specifically be termed as simply ―collections of people, communities of scattered
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individuals bound by some shared history, race, and religion‖ (2007:11).16 Cho adds
that the diasporic subject always interacts with the idea of power, ―in the turn to and
away from power‖ (ibid). Like Clifford, she also sees diasporic subjects, ―turning
back upon those markers of the self – homeland, memory, loss – even as they turn on
or away from them‖ (ibid).17 Correspondingly, Homi K. Bhabha (1994) defines
diaspora as:
Gatherings of exiles and émigrés and refugees; gathering on the edge
of ‗foreign‘ cultures; gathering at the frontiers; gathering in the
ghettos or cafes of city centers; gathering in the half-life, half life of
foreign tongues, or in the uncanny fluency of another‘s language;
gathering the signs of approval and acceptance, degrees, discourses,
disciplines; gathering the memories of underdevelopment, of other
worlds lived retroactively; gathering the past in a ritual of revival;
gathering the present (139).
For his part, Bhabha uses the term ‗gathering‘ and its relation to home land
and host land in his formulation, indicating that diaspora is not merely a journey or
movement out of the nation or territory of a certain group of people to other territory
but ―paradoxically, diasporic journeys are essentially about settling down, about
putting roots ‗elsewhere‘‖ (Brah, 1996:179). The idea of physically returning to the
home land does not necessarily occur, as the process of ‗putting roots elsewhere‘ in
diasporic experience requires a specific length of time and distance ‗away‘. In
Clifford‘s words: ―diaspora usually presupposes longer distances and separation
more like exile: a constitutive taboo on return or its postponement to a remote future‖
(1994:304). For the purpose of my study, I want to emphasize the idea of not

16

Cho differentiates the terms diaspora and transnationalism. She points out that in transnationalism,
the idea of returning to the homeland is possible. On the other side, loss haunts those diasporic people
(19).
17
Rachel S. Parrenas and Lok C. D. Siu ground their definitions of diasporic experience on three
important points: ―(1) displacement from the homeland under the nexus of an unequal global political
and economic system, (2) the simultaneous experience of alienation and the maintenance of affiliation
to both the country of residence and the homeland; and finally (3) the sense of collective
consciousness and connectivity with other people displaced from the homeland across the diasporic
terrain‖ (2007:1-2).
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physically returning to the home land, since in the context of migrant women in
Mukherjee‘s Wife and Jasmine, the chances of the female characters to physically
return to the home land are restricted, particularly in the case of Jyoti Vindh. Dimple
Das Gupta might possibly return to Calcutta for a short visit but this is again
prevented by Amit‘s obsession to save money. These again emphasize their diasporic
identities which are different from being a tourist.

ASIAN AMERICAN DIASPORA
To situate the substance of the understanding of an Asian-American diaspora
in Wife and Jasmine which later supports the reading of the novels, it is significant to
elaborate it as a separated section in this thesis. Investigating the term Asian
American, in this case opens the historical background of Asian American as a
movement since compared to other diasporic movement, the Asian American
diaspora has a distinctive history particularly related to racial exclusion, which
impacts on the migrant‘s assimilation or even simply a sense of belonging to the host
land. The history of the Asian American diaspora also importantly parallels the
development of Asian American literature in general.
The meaning of ‗Asian American‘ has undergone a complex process of
formation. This term, delineates a long history of the arrival and integration of Asian
people into the US. As a category, ‗Asian American‘ points to those people who
came from countries which lie ―within the … triangle formed by Japan, Indonesia,
and Pakistan‖ (Lim and Ling, 1992:4). It also refers to the ―contending sociopolitical
and cultural forces that affect the daily life of Asian Americans‖ (Wong, 1993:7).
Although Asian Americans have gained positions of influence within American
society, ―in private most Asian Americans continue to define themselves by
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reference to the subgroup‖ (1993:7). This term, as Wong further asserts, may also
mean ―American-born Asians‖ or ―persons of mixed Asian and Caucasian
parentage‖ (ibid). Lisa Lowe in ―Heterogeneity, Hybridity, and Multiplicity:
Marking Asian-American differences‖ (2003) points out that the grouping itself is
not based on a natural and stagnant conception, but more ―a socially constructed
unity, a situationally specific position, assumed political reasons‖ (151).
The basic words ‗Asian‘ and ‗American‘ are even criticized as not compatible
with each other (Kim, 1992: xii). This word nevertheless is viewed as separating
Asian Americans from their Asian counterparts and that makes the category Asian
American as ―necessarily exclusive‖ (ibid). The emergence of current notions of
migration and the transnational has, in fact, blurred the distinction between the words
‗Asian American‘ and ‗Asian‘.
This term, in fact is also complex and ambiguous as it hides differences
across Asian American communities, ―some living in a ‗comfort zone‘ where neither
racism nor classism affects them, … others, specifically recent immigrants, refugees
and the poor are excluded‖ (Adams, 2008:108). Lowe offers a broader definition of
Asian American as:
[having] certainly been constructed as different, and as other than,
white Americans of European origin. But from the perspectives of
Asian Americans, we are extremely different and diverse among
ourselves: as men and women at different distances and generations
from our ‗original‘ Asian cultures – cultures as different as Chinese,
Japanese, Korean, Filipino, Indian, Vietnamese, Thai, or Cambodian –
Asian Americans are born in the United States and born in Asia, of
exclusively Asian parents and of mixed race, urban and rural, refugee
and non-refugee, fluent in English and non-speaking English,
professionally trained and working class (2003:137).
Lowe proposes dual views on Asian Americans. She sees the position of
Asian American from the outside and inside of the community. In relation to the
outside of the community, in this case, White Americans of European origin, the
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Asian American has a vulnerable position. Asian American is seen as an entity which
is ―different‖, subordinated and marginalized in the enclave of White Americans.
Kim argues that these two words are essential as ―the only effective means of
opposing and defending oneself against marginalization‖ (1992: xii). Wong, too,
states that this unit is beneficial in ―protect[ing] their separate interests‖ (1993:7), as
the words unite disparate heterogeneities embedded within Asian communities living
in America. These ideas are meaningful mainly in the relationship between the
diasporic community and the host nation, as they reduce the conspicuous differences
evoked by the issues of race, ethnicity and gender, creating a composite oppositional
group to the white ‗centre‘. However, Mukherjee considers the term ‗Asian
American‘ a disabling hyphenation, reflective of the Western hegemonic desire to
pigeonhole immigrants as disparate ethnic minorities certain ethnic group and
constantly excluding them from the host nation.
Although Asian Americans gain more recognition than Native Americans,
African Americans and Chicanos, they ―are permanent houseguests in the house of
America‖ (Wong, 1993:6), since as migrants they:
are put in the niche of the ‗unassimilable alien‘: despite being
voluntary immigrants like the Europeans (and unlike the enslaved
blacks), they are alleged to be self-disqualified from full American
membership by materialistic motives, questionable political
allegiance, and above all, outlandish, overripe, ‗oriental‘ cultures‖
(ibid).
Indeed, Lowe asserts that the position of Asian Americans in the U.S. is quite
contradictory. Although they have been situated properly ―within the U.S. nationstate, its workplaces, and its markets, yet linguistically, culturally, and racially [they
are] marked Asians as ‗foreign‘ and ‗outside‘ the national polity‖ (1996:8). In other
words, they hold American citizenship, but their statuses as legal Americans do not
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guarantee that they will receive equal treatment to that afforded White citizens.18
Lowe goes on to say that any difference of Asian Americans from the White citizens
is ―refracted through images, memories, and narratives – submerged, fragmented,
and sedimented in a historical ‗unconscious‘ – it is rearticulated in Asian American
culture through the emergence of alternative identities and practices‖ (1996:12).
A further twist is given by Shirley Geok-Lin Lim and Amy Ling, who define
the compound term of Asian American as ―impliy[ing] a homogeneity of people and
of purpose‖, while beyond this homogeneity lie ―highly disparate peoples of different
races and with diverse languages, religions, and cultural and national backgrounds‖
(1992:4). Their identities refer to complex juxtapositions of being ―heterogeneous,
multinational, multiracial and, multicultural‖ entities (6). These entities are ―of
contestation, of shifting, unstable, discontinuous boundaries and of straining limits‖
(ibid). The differences in the context of the host land are homogenized into the
experiences of ―immigration, discrimination, acculturation, conflict, and generational
straits‖ (4).
In her treatment of the term, Susan Koshy reveals that in the past ‗Asian
American‘ emerged out of the struggles of the 1960s, and within ―the context of
civil rights, Third World and anti-Vietnam war movements and was self-consciously
adopted (in preference to ―Oriental‖ or Yellow) primarily on university campuses
where the Asian American Movement enjoyed the broadest support‖ (1996:4). The
term also stimulated Asian American studies in the U.S. which gave opportunities for
the Japanese, Filipino and Chinese American students (ibid; see also Lim).

18

Lowe reveals that the immigration regulations that restrict migrants‘ naturalization and citizenship
have placed the positions of Asian migrants, though they are citizens, ―in a differential relationship to
the political and cultural institutions of the nation-state‖ (1996:12).
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Asian migration to the U.S is considered to be relatively ‗young‘. Major
movement is signalled by the passing of the Immigration Reform Act in 1965
(Tandon, 2004:6; Koshy, 1996:5; Parrenas and Siu, 2007:3; Lowe, 1996:7). Before
this reform, Asian people ―formed a very small percentage of the U.S. population‖
(Lim, 1997:292). The Act marks the ‗end‘ of anti-Asian discrimination and has
increased the number of Asian migrants into the U.S. (Adams, 2008:107). Parrenas
and Siu similarly assert that the act has elaborated an ―Asian American constituency
[which] has shifted steadily from a primarily American-born population to a mostly
foreign-born one‖ (2007:3).19
However Lowe views the Act as establishing ―more specifications and
regulations for immigrants of Asian origins‖ (2004:9) and further also restricting the
entry of Asian immigrants to the U.S. This Act requires an immigrant to have a
minimum level of education or skills. As Parrenas and Siu explain, even though
Asian migrants mostly migrated to the U.S. ―as political refugees or for family
reunification, it [the Act] favor[s] skilled and educated immigration applicants‖
(2007:3). This Act subsequently changed the configuration of immigrants who
entered U.S. and Canada. Immigrants, particularly Indian immigrants in the U.S.
were mostly the elites, coming from the middle-upper class. Meanwhile, Indian
immigrants who came to Canada were working class (Grewal, 2005:67). Bharati
Mukherjee herself migrated to the U.S. in 1962, three years before this regulation
was reformulated. She came impelled by a desire for a better education and to
expand her writing career. She reveals that compared to Canada which ―proudly
boast[s] of its opposition to the whole concept of cultural assimilation‖, the United

19

Koshy asserts that the number of the foreign-born immigrants after 1965 was about 65% which was
quite dominant at that moment. Koreans, Vietnamese and Laotians ranked the highest number among
the immigrants (1996:5).

54

States provides her a space for ―the transformation as writer, and as resident of the
new world [which simultaneously] occurred with the act of immigration‖ (Mukherjee
in Darkness, 1985:2).
Despite the contested debates it attracts, the category Asian American
conveys much of the histories of alienation and acceptance of Asian people as
‗Americans‘ in and by the host nation.

SOUTH ASIAN DIASPORA
Bharati Mukherjee presents a detailed depiction of South Asian immigration
to the U.S in her fictions, Wife (1979) and Jasmine (1989). Through her characters,
she delineates how these immigrants situate themselves in the U.S. In Wife and
Jasmine, she deals with South Asian communities who settle in specific areas or
ghettos like Queens, Manhattan and Flushing. In these areas, with their
heterogeneous culture and tradition, South Asian people communally live and
maintain their links to their mother nation, by preserving the aspects of the
motherland India.
Indian people have long been actively engaged in the movement across
nations.20 As a global movement, its size is comparatively smaller than that of other
diasporas such as the Jewish, African, and Chinese peoples. But the internal diversity
of India, its regional, linguistic, caste and religious have made it unique among other
diasporas (Rayaprol, 1997:4-5).
The South Asian diaspora has its own distinct characteristics. One of its
characteristics, as noted by Parekh, is that the Indian diaspora still has its region or
‗home‘ (1993:230). Even though Indians have long been actively involved in moving
20

Rayaprol states that for academics purposes, the term South Asian is used to represent not only
Indian migrants but also those who live in Indian subcontinent (1997:11).
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out of their country, this act was (still) considered as ―an act of disloyalty, desertion,
and even betrayal, and strongly disapproved of it‖ (Parekh, 1993:231). In the past,
Indian diasporic people were deemed or saw themselves as ‗displaced‘ from the
homeland (because according to the traditionalist view, they had betrayed the
homeland by migrating and bringing pollution to the land). Now even in modern
times, they may still feel reluctant to go back to their homeland (ibid). South Asians
people who migrated at that time did it primarily for economic reasons (Warrier,
2008:89). These views have changed; as many Indians nowadays migrate for many
other reasons. Migration to the First World, and especially to America, now enhances
their positions in India. They now tend to move out of the mother nation to seek a
better education and a job overseas, as the new nation is seen as providing sources
for improving life and expanding their careers.
Among its migrant counterparts, South Asian immigrants were late arrivals in
the U.S. Their influx can be separated into two waves. The first wave occurred
between 1904 and 1924 and the second after 1965 (Grewal, 1996:98). The first wave
of South Asian migrants did not seem to contribute much to the host country as they
worked in small areas such as ―in self-employment, agriculture, or in the field of
education, [which] were rarely acknowledged by the American mainstream society‖
(14). The second-wave South Asian immigrants attracted more attention from local
people, as their coming to the U.S depended upon being well equipped with
occupational skills which were beneficial for industry. These skillful people were
mainly doctors, engineers, professors, and technicians who migrated to the U.S. to
better their standard of living (ibid).
The diversity of India as a nation influences the modes of Indian settlement
overseas. Regional and linguistic aspects, caste, religion, class background affect the
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route and pattern of their migration and their experience in the host country (Warrier,
2008:86-87; Jayaram in Varma and Seshan, 2003:11). Despite this heterogeneity, the
Indian diaspora shares the same feeling of belonging to India as the home land.
India‘s independence in 1947 had largely extended its spirit not only to its people
within India but also those who lived overseas. Rayaprol argues that South Asian
immigrants perceived India‘s independence as increasing their self-confidence,
particularly toward their relationships with the host land, America (1997:14). This
shows that constant links are maintained between the diaspora and its mother nation,
in this case the India. Ghosh in ―The Diaspora in Indian Culture‖ argues that this
circumstance, the links between India and its diaspora are unusual and cannot be
taken for granted, and that ―there is, and should be, a relationship between India and
the ‗Indians‘‖ (1989:76). William Safran nevertheless argues that although diasporic
people may be detached from India, ―the consciousness of homeland is never
completely missing‖ (2008:1). It confirms that Indian diasporic people are
(constantly) imaginatively linked to the homeland. After its independence, India had
become ―the world‘s largest exporters of Anglophone scientists‖ (Grewal, 1996:97).
As Indian immigrants in the U.S., their expertise is their main commodity (ibid).
These facts have characterized South Asian immigrants from other Asian immigrants
and also those first-wave immigrants.
These changing contours of South Asian immigrants were obviously
influenced by the emergence of the Immigration Act in 1965 which ―showed a clear
preference for the educated and professionals‖ (Rayaprol, 1997:15). In addition,
unlike other Asian immigrants, South Asian immigrants were equipped with English
due to British colonialism in India and that enables them to adapt to and integrate
themselves in the host nation (Ghosh, 1989:74; Wong and Hasan, 2004:7). These
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privileges, however, did not exempt them from experiencing identity crises as they
faced the problems of living between two different cultures (Rayaprol, 1997:15).
Although as Indian professionals in the U.S. they did not experience harsh racism, a
‗glass ceiling‘ environment prevailed (Grewal, 1996:97). Due to their physical and
cultural differences, they felt isolated, although their expertise was recognized by the
local people (Tandon, 2004:15).
Various motives in fact encourage these people to move out of India, such as
economic pressure, political revolt within the country, and a willingness to rebel
against restraining tradition. Danuta Stasik (1994) sums up this particular interaction
as a ‗push-pull‘ model. Push factors come from within the migrant‘s own country
and the pull is from overseas (26-7). Brah also stresses, ―economic inequalities
within and between regions, expanding mobility of capital, people‘s desire to pursue
opportunities that might improve their life chances, political strife, wars and famine‖
are some of the factors that stimulate people to migrate (1996:177).
Global movement of South Asians has through a long process that is
historically different to the movement to the U.S. Vijay Mishra in ―The Diasporic
Imaginary: Theorizing the Indian Diasporas‖ (1996) distinguishes between old
(exclusive) and new (border) diasporas which he underpins as ―two interlinked but
historically separated diasporas‖ (421-422). These two diasporas of ―classic
capitalism and the mid- to late twentieth century diasporas of advances capital‖ are
split by fundamental rupture. They, in fact, have their own forms of movement and
its relation to the homeland. It is important to particularly elaborate the historical
background of old and new diasporas as the female characters, Dimple and Jasmine
in Mukherjee‘s novels may share the characteristics of old and new Indian diasporas.
Their motives of migration to US, the routes of the journey, the ways they engage
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themselves with the motherland and the diasporic environment are the reflections of
old and new diasporas. Their experiences of migration can be the combination of
both diasporas. In the characters of Dimple and Jasmine, the characteristics of old
and new diasporas can be invariably found and are different from each other. For
instance, Dimple and Jasmine have different motives of migration and they go
through different routes of journey to the host land. From those points, the aspects of
migration in Dimple and Jasmine can be further compared.
South Asian people of the old diaspora emerged as a response to the demand
for great numbers of labourers to work on the sugar plantations in Trinidad, Guyana,
Surinam, Mauritius, Fiji and South Africa and also on the railways, tea and rubber
plantations in East Africa, Sri Lanka and Malaya. This old diaspora was also called
an exclusive diaspora as they created their little ‗India‘ by transferring the symbols of
India, souvenirs of the past, and preserving them in the colonies. Old diaspora did not
mingle with other diasporas (Mishra, 1996:421-422).
On the other hand, the new diaspora or the ‗border‘ diaspora is characterized
by its movement out of India as the result of advanced capitalism to the
―metropolitan centres of the Empire, the New World and the former settler colonies‖
(Mishra, 1996:421). Unlike the old diaspora, the new diaspora ―shares characteristics
with many other similar diasporas such as the Chicanos and the Koreans in the U.S.‖
(422). Together with other diasporic group, Indians have to struggle to establish their
position in the host nation because of their visible physical differences which
perpetuate hyphenated identities (ibid). They keep connecting themselves with the
homeland through marriage and relatives gathering. As the result of sharing with
other diasporas, the ‗border‘ diaspora in fact faces the circumstances of living in the
new world which ―[has] no room for the words [of the homeland] that lived in their
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imagination‖ (Ghosh, 1989:76) and dealing with all differences that further
stimulates ―an extreme form of double consciousness‖ (Mishra, 1996:422) or a
particular state that Safran points out as ―a balance of ‗Americanness‘ and
‗Indianness‘‖ (2008:1). Mishra in this case clearly defines the modern or border
Indian diaspora and relates it to the evolvement of identity as the result of being
away from the homeland and mingling with the supreme power of the host nation:
a powerful source for diasporic discourses of disarticulation
(abandonment, displacement, dispersion, etc) as well as a ‗site‘ for the
rearticulation of an intercultural formation through which global
migration, the positioning of identities, the nature of bourgeois subject
… may be interrogated (1996:426).
These notions of old and new diaspora significantly contribute to the differentiation
of Indian diasporas as marked by their historical background. The characteristics of
old and new diasporas may to some degree simultaneously construct the movements
of the protagonists, Dimple and Jyoti out of India to the U.S.

INDIAN DIASPORIC WOMEN

Diasporic circumstances may present a more complicated set of challenges
and consequences to migrant women. Not only do they have to position themselves
within the adoptive nation, but they also are confronted with the patriarchal values of
the host nation and the homeland. As Keya Ganguly (1992) asserts, ―immigrant
women are subject-ed by the double articulation of discourses of cultural difference
and patriarchy‖ (38).
Diasporic experiences are always ‗gendered‘ (Clifford, 1994:313: Rayaprol,
1999:16). In the constellation of local and global, the positions of women are indeed
constructed by the particular spaces of origin or ―differential location within the
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global relations of power‖ (Brah, 1996:102). As migrant women are uprooted from
the places that structure their social positions, they need to readjust themselves to the
‗new‘ configuration of the host nation, after undergoing a change of class as well.
During this process, migrant women are not simply projected ―as women but as
differentiated categories‖ (ibid). The apparatuses of the nation such as culture,
politics and economics are in collaboration to shape the social images and roles of
women.
In the process of adapting self to, and adopting the host nation, Indian
migrant women are also ambiguously constrained by the constant tussle between
homeland and host land. The past and present intersect and influence the way
migrant women adapt themselves to the social structures of the host land. The past is
a double bind. Maintaining the aspects of the homeland, migrant women are trapped
within the reproduction of patriarchal values. Through cultural tradition which
migrants bring with them, patriarchal values are preserved in the host land. They may
also possibly emerge out of the new land in the form of discrimination and
alienation. Alienation, in this case, restricts the process of incorporating self to the
host land in Indian diasporic women. As Keya Ganguly asserts:
The women are thus positioned in thoroughly ambiguous ways. On
the one hand, they have to reconcile themselves to diminished lives in
which there are no outside supports or rewards for their efforts and
activities; on the other, they are actively interested in the patriarchal
ideology that the institutions of marriage and family are beyond
reproach, and that any compromise is merited if it means keeping the
domestic front secure (1992:44).
Diaspora creates a double bind of patriarchal forms that first emerge from the old
world and continue in the host land or are even reinforced by the host land. The host
land can provide possibilities for either opening new roles that free women from the
old world‘s patriarchal values or, on the other hand, of creating a ―new patriarchal
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structure‖ (Clifford, 1994:313-14). Moreover, the past is problematic for Indian
diasporic women. Indian women not only have to deal with adapting themselves to
the alien society but they also have to endure the responsibility of being ‗tradition
preservers‘ within the diasporic household. They are expected to create ‗small
Indias‘ to provide the atmosphere of the motherland in the host land. As Rayaprol
states, ―Indian women often serve as the transmitters of tradition and the immigrant
women take on this mantle‖ (1997:23). Although this is not always the case, their
roles as tradition preservers, to some extent, inevitably lead them to keep engaging
with the past and replicating it within their diasporic household (Rayaprol, 1997:64).
Indeed, Brah argues that the patriarchal forms of the old world will not
necessarily be transformed as they interact with the host land. She perceives it to be a
positive matter that ―the reconfigurations of these [gendered] social relations will not
be a matter of direct superimposition of patriarchal forms deriving from the country
of emigration over those that obtain in the country to which immigration has
occurred‖ (1996:190); rather these elements will be transformed by ―policies,
institutions and modes of signification‖ (ibid). In this sense, diasporic situations give
more opportunities for Indian diasporic women to get a job or education. As Shukla
states, ―diaspora can be experienced in more liberatory ways, as an opening for
transformed subjectivity that is not merely tied to its links to a past history‖
(2001:566). Diaspora can also be related to the way women migrate out of their
origin nations. Women may have migrated to liberate themselves but most Indian
women migrated to US together with their husbands or fathers. This may restrict
their roles. Rayaprol‘s study of Indian immigrant women stresses:
Immigrant women‘s experiences cannot be treated as if they are
identical to men‘s as their very reasons for entering the alien society
and culture may be different from those of men. Some women
emigrate for their own independent reasons, but many accompany
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their fathers or husbands. The consequences of this kind of
‗dependent immigration‘ can perhaps be seen in the new society in the
perpetuation of traditional gender roles within social institutions such
as the family and region (1997:16).
Although migrating to the U.S. together with spouse or relatives seems to be
reinforcing for women as it provides a familiar support base from which to embrace
new possibilities, this situation may also burden diasporic women with the double
task of taking care of the family and working outside the house. As Clifford explains:
Life for women in diasporic situations can be doubly painful –
struggling with the material and spiritual insecurities of exile, with the
demands of family and work, and with the claims of old and new
patriarchies (1996:314).
The past, moreover, can contribute significantly to the identity quest of Indian
diasporic women in the host land. Ongoing connections with the past through the
aspects of the homeland such as memories and cultural tradition may empower them
to face the alienation of the host land. Besides, the notions of the past in diaspora
consciousness may affect Indian migrant men and women differently as Ganguly
notes, ―[b]oth men and women reinvent the past and themselves, but in contrasting
ways which are specific to the gendering of experience‖ (1992:41). She further
asserts that men tend to view the past as ‗life restriction‘ since emigration liberates
them and gives opportunities to enhance their lives. Men can become materially rich
and be respected for their living overseas (Ganguly, 1992:33-4).
On the other hand, Indian women often will perceive the past differently from
men. They see the past as providing a comfortable gathering of familiar things. As
Ganguly states, ―in the diasporic context, they find themselves alone and without the
support systems they were brought up to believe in and on which they counted to
provide emotional and psychic sustenance‖ (ibid). This situation is in certain cases
worsened by their incapability to engage with the outer world, since they will
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experience alienation when they step out of the house (Ganguly, 1992:43). Diasporic
experiences of Indian immigrant men and women are indeed contradictory as men
keep engaging themselves with ―the fast track of individualism in American society‖
while women are required ―to stay in touch with the past and remind the men of their
cultural background‖ (Rayaprol, 1997:64). Since migration influences Indian migrant
women in Wife and Jasmine in two ways, liberating them and in certain cases
limiting their spaces, the thesis will use both perspectives of diaspora‘s impacts on
women‘s subjectivity.
Moreover, the range of the successful adjustment processes into the host
nation is also determined by another issue that is also necessary to raise here, that is,
the intermingling of ethnicity, race, and gender. As Ketu Katrak points out, ―in
constituting diasporic identities and communities, it is critical to include the
categories of race, ethnicity and nation, along with gender, class, religion, and
language (2002:1). Global women are to some degree distinguished by the term
West/First world and East/Third world. ‗White‘ women may face different
experiences of inserting self into the host land than Third World women. Since
Indian women are physically different from the rest of the American population, they
must relate to the host land within particular constraints. Linda Mc Dowell (1992)
points out that:
women as a group are Othered, often see as closer to nature and
more sexually available than the more civilized ‗white‘ woman.
This is a common thread that runs through the discursive
construction of women of colour (219).
Ganguly similarly affirms that this situation, ―the articulation of the
patriarchal family system with discourses of race and migrancy‖ set their process of
subject formation in diaspora (1992:45). The migrant situation occasionally demands
that women separate their womanhood and ethnicity and abruptly reconstitute
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themselves to the host land. This situation is difficult for Third world women
particularly as their positions are significantly defined by their Third-Worldness.
Migrating to the First world, the Eastern values cannot be automatically discarded.
As Trinh points out that, ―the same holds true for the choice many women of color
feel obliged to make between ethnicity and womanhood; how can they? You never
have/are one without the other‖ (1989:104).
However, Indian women are ambiguously depicted as sacred and
marginalized group (Sugirtharajah, 1998:67). This paradox is not only particularly
determined by class and caste but also religion and mythologies (Mazumdar,
1981:30). Hindu society seems to place tradition above women. Women are
considered to be less important than the tradition itself (Katrak, 2006:156). India‘s
Mahabharata and Ramayana and other classic texts vividly depict the figures of
sacred women such as Sita, Savitri, and Durga-Kali that become guides to how an
Indian woman should behave in society. Sita is the symbol of faithfulness and
sacrifice. Savitri embodies the idea of Sati which tells Indian women to sacrifice
themselves for their husbands. Durga and Kali are two goddesses of power, the
symbols of women‘s liberation who also represent motherhood figures (Mazumdar,
1981:33-34; Sugirtharajah, 1998:69-70).
However, Indian women, particularly those who are from lower classes and
castes, are still marginalized by Hindu cultural practices such as sati, arranged
marriage, widowhood, and dowry that still prevail in patriarchal order (Gold,
2008:184). The construction of Indian women has also been much influenced by
Western social reforms and Christianity brought by colonial regimes. These notions
have created the push and pull between traditionalists, who resisted change, and
reformers, who think that it is essential to (re)construct the position of Indian women
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in society (Sugirtharajah, 1998:72; Das Gupta, 1997:582). In Mukherjee‘s novels,
Dimple and Jyoti frequently connect themselves to Hindu cultural tradition during
their diasporic life in the U.S. Cultural tradition defines significantly their identities
as Indian women. It influences their diasporic quest and intersects with their present
states. Although the female characters in the texts are away from their mother land,
Hindu tradition still binds them and somehow embeds the patriarchal values in their
new lives. Katrak says that, ―cultural traditions control a woman‘s entire life – from
early socialization as a daughter, indoctrination into a wife (polygamy or nuclear
family), mother, or if less fortunate, into widowhood‖ (2006:162). In the case of
Dimple, arranged marriage, joint family, and obedience to her husband somehow
restrict her integration in the host land. In Jyoti, tradition emerges in the forms of
dowry and widowhood. This shows that South Asian women carry a range of
determining features before they travel overseas. The mix of their past subjectivity
and the possibilities and limitations of their new life makes for a very complex
process of diasporic identity formation.

DIASPORIC IDENTITY
Identity has become a significant issue in the process of migrant uprooting
and rerooting. As we will see in Mukherjee‘s Wife (1975) and Jasmine (1989),
Dimple and Jasmine, the female protagonists experience important phases of selfdevelopment as the results of migration and adaptation in the host land. Dimple and
Jasmine‘s self-developments are signified by their ambivalent efforts of retaining
their ‗old‘ characteristics as Indian women and at some other time internalizing the
new values of the host land. As migrant women move out of their nation, they carry
over particular marks which are parts of their identities. This identity embeds typical
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characteristics of a group of people in a certain region. These typical characteristics
are constructed through race, nation, language and culture. They further can be
comprehended as the ‗inborn‘ identity which is most recognizable and identifiable to
any within that context (Hall, 2003:233; Varma and Seshan, 2003:2). Identity, in this
sense, is traditionally defined through similarities and sameness. It is, as Hall points
out, ―the sign of an identical, naturally constituted unity‖ (Hall and du Gay, 1996:4).
Importantly, identity cannot be separated from the notion of diaspora. Lily
Cho connects the basic notion of diaspora with the ―condition of subjectivity‖ (11).
As we recall, Khachig Tölölyan addresses the term of diaspora:
not as the name of a fixed concept and social formation but [also] as a
process of collective identification and form of identity, marked by
ever-changing differences that chart the shifting boundaries of certain
communities hierarchically embedded as enclaves with porous
boundaries within other, larger communities (650).
The process of crossing out of oneself the country of origin and integrating self to the
new land demands a constant reconstruction of diasporic identity since a migrant no
longer resides in the place that constructs her primary identity. In the context of
diaspora, this original (inborn) identity emerges within the discourse of differences.
It is constantly confronted by the interactions of ―cultural and social relations,
homeland (real or imagined), place of residence, and compatriots or coethnics
dispersed elsewhere‖ (Parrenas and Siu, 2007:1). In such a context, diasporic
subjects have constantly to reconstruct ‗new‘ identities. As Vijay Mishra points out,
―[f]or diasporas this question [of identity] always remains a trace, a potentially lethal
‗solution‘, around which their selves continue to be shaped‖ (1996:422). Bharati
Mukherjee also points out that in diasporic space, identity is not only associated to
―one‘s biological identity‖ (Mukherjee, 1997:4). It has inevitably undergone the
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process of ―erosions and accretions‖ that occurs simultaneously with the state of
emigration (ibid).
Identities can be particularly framed in relation to the construction of the
motherland and the interaction with outer world through migration. Stuart Hall in
―Cultural Identity and Diaspora‖ (2003) divides identity into two significant
categories; identity as:
collective, shared history among individuals affiliated by race or
ethnicity that is considered to be fixed or stable; and second, identity
understood as unstable, metamorphic, and even contradictory – an
identity marked by multiple points of similarities as well as
differences (233).21
In the case of diaspora, collective identity indispensably marks particular
characteristics of a migrant and differentiates one group of people from another
group. Collective identity also puts a migrant at risk of being excluded in diasporic
circumstances. Ang stresses that to some degree, diasporic people collectively ―feel
not fully accepted by, and partly alienated from, the dominant culture of the ‗host
society‘, where they do not feel (fully) at home‖ (2007:286).
Meanwhile, a second identity proposed by Stuart Hall can be articulated as
a ‗diasporic‘ identity, one characterized as ambivalent and contradictory as the result
of the process of incorporating self into an ultimately different environment. During
the interaction with the host land, a given collective identity (memory or subjective
sense) has undergone a process that ―partially erases, but also carries traces of other
identities‖ (Brah, 1996:123). Brah also points out that, ―the partial suppression of a
sense of one identity by the assertion of another does not mean, however, that
21

The American dream itself embodies its spirit of dualism, collective and personal dreams.
Collective dream carries on communal optimism which is in line with ―the truths, ends and purposes
set forth in the Declaration of Independence and the constitution‖ (Koshy, 2004:11). On the other
hand, personal dream is understood as the rights of American individual regardless of their race,
ethnic and gender to pursue ―the realistic hope [which is] transmitted from generation to generation‖
(ibid).
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different identities cannot ‗co-exist‘‖ (ibid). This notion of a co-existence of
identities is similarly defined by Stuart Hall in the following terms:
Not by essence or purity, but by recognition of a necessary
heterogeneity and diversity, by a conception of ‗identity‘ which lives
with and through, not despite, difference; by hybridity and diaspora
identities are constantly producing reproducing themselves anew,
through transformation and difference (2003:402).
Brah formulates a notion of identity similar to Hall‘s, though she uses
different terms, referring to a personal identity and to a collective history. She
defines personal identity as having relation with its collective identity yet ―the
specificity of a person‘s life experience etched in the daily minutiae of lived social
relations produces trajectories that do not simply mirror group experience‖ (123).
Meanwhile, collective identity is understood as ―the process of signification whereby
commonalities of experience around a specific axis of differentiation, say class,
caste, or religion, are invested with particular meanings‖ (ibid). Identity, therefore, is
not understood merely within the frame of ―an identical naturally constructed unity‖.
Challenged by the necessity to be global, identity is ―increasingly fragmented and
fractured; never singular but multiply constructed across different, often intersecting
and antagonistic, discourses, practices and positions‖ (Hall and du Gay, 1996:4).
Diasporic experience inevitably creates a double situation for diasporic
people as Steven Vertovec points out: ―[c]ompounded by the awareness of multilocality, the ‗fractured memories‘ of diaspora consciousness produce a multiplicity of
histories, ‗communities‘ and selves‖ (2000:148). This raises the notion of diasporic
identity as multiple, hyphenated, fluid, or hybrid (Varma and Seshan, 2003:2; Raj,
2007:52). Raj emphasizes that the word hybrid here is not ―natural and organic‖ but
is more akin to ―self-reflexive hybridity‖ (ibid). It is unavoidable that diasporic
people become hyphenated as a result of their relocation, and Mishra states,
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―movement from one country to another (for whatever reason) – creates a
consciousness about one‘s past and produces the dilemma of unfixed selves‖ (154).
Significantly, for the purpose of my study, the idea of hyphenation is also viewed as
freeing women from oppression of racism and sexism both from the outside (the
nation states) and inside (the diasporic patriarchal order within) (Mishra, 2007:189;
Trinh as quoted in Bromley, 2000:5). The diasporic subject continuously evolves a
dual identity that enables him or her to be accommodated both by the old world and
the host land. This moving out of the original nation and settling in various different
nation set ―[t]he awareness of multi-locality stimulates the need to conceptually
connect oneself with others, both ‗here‘ and ‗there‘, who share the same ‗routes‘ and
‗roots‘ (Vertovec, 2000:147).

DOUBLE CONSCIOUSNESS
Before the idea of diaspora gained currency, W.E.B Du Bois (1903), working
in the context of U.S race relations, first theorized the term ‗double consciousnesses‘.
He defined it as the ―sense of always looking at one‘s self through the eyes of others,
of measuring one‘s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and
pity‖ (1994:2). Dickson D. Bruce (1992) reveals that Du Bois‘ definition of double
consciousness was drawn from two primary sources, European Romanticism and
American Transcendentalism and the emerging field of psychology in Du Bois‘s
time (299-300).22 Although the concept of double consciousness defined by W.E.B
Du Bois specifically relates to African-American people who are ―forced to view
themselves through white perspectives while maintaining their own self-definitions‖

22

Bruce further asserts related to these primary sources that ―one cannot know for certain how
familiar Du Bois was with all the background on double consciousness either from literary or medical
sources (1992:307).
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(Black, 2007:393), the idea can be extended to other minority groups contemporary
America. This research will use its application as formulated by Samir Dayal (1996),
since it particularly correlates its term to diaspora as he asserts that this double
consciousness ―compels [diasporic people] to see [themselves] and [their others] in
the same mirror‖ (49). Dayal argues that ―double consciousness need not be
conceived in the restricted sense in which W.E.B Du bois casts it‖ (48). Dayal further
defines double consciousness as:
[T]he interstitiality of entering (or leaving) and destabilizing the
border zones of cultures, as fracturing of the subject that resist falsely
comforting identifications and reifications (ibid).
In this case, double consciousness reflects the ‗push‘ and ‗pull‘ situations of
old and new worlds. The new world represents itself as something which is real and
demanding since it requires one to responsively absorb the new things offered. On
the other hand, the old world represented by the past which seems to be fixed or
‗fossilized‘ is not really fixed at all. The past keeps calling one to reiterate the
memories of the old world as repository of interacted values (Mishra quoted in
Rosemary, 1996:183; Guha, 1998:159). The past exists as one recalls it in the
present. The past, however, can possibly be fixed but then it seems to be in the
constant contradictory situation with the present. This situation shows the past and
the present keep interacting each other. The intertwining of the past and present is an
important matter since diasporic people carry these former lives with them in their
memories (Brah, 1996:5; Shukla, 2001:533). The past takes part in that process as
the diasporic subject keeps negotiating their relationship towards the host land as
Sharrad notes, ―[t]o be diasporic, then would seem to be – if not a progression
towards harmonious hybridity – an ongoing dialectic between past and present‖
(2008:192). The process of ‗rehousement‘ (to borrow Blaise‘s term, 1996:13) with
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reference to ‗dehousement‘, involves thus a constant tussle between the push and pull
of the past present. Roger Bromley asserts that identity rejuvenation entails ―the very
tracing of the ‗return‘, the act of remembering‖ (2000:6).
Ang proposes another aspect of the past which is traumatic to diasporic
people. The classical definition of diaspora stresses that the idea of being a dispersed
people, of leaving the home land, has created such traumatic experience. This
traumatic break, however, has currently evolved into ―experiences of marginalization
or discrimination in the nation-state of residence‖ (2007:286). In the case of
diasporic women, the past has a particular meaning, and for Indian women the idea
of returning to the homeland is maintained by nostalgia and expressed not
necessarily by physical returning to the homeland but as a ―cultural phenomenon‖
(Rayaprol, 1997:63), inserting cultural values into their diasporic lives. Indeed,
Mishra‘s notion of a ‗fossilized‘ (1996:441) past is actually a dynamic part of
integrating oneself into the host land (Lal, 1995:144; Varma and Seshan, 2003:2).
They become things embedded in migrant‘s life, as Sharrad argues is always in a
state of ―an ongoing dialectic‖ (2008:192) with the present and important in
determining the individual‘s diasporic identity.
Similarly, Bhabha stresses that the interaction of past and present is inevitable
in the lives of diasporic people. These diasporic people are grouped into those who
are ―gathering the memories of underdevelopment, of other worlds lived
retroactively; gathering the past in a ritual of revival; gathering the present‖
(1994:139). They are actively engaging themselves with the past in order to construct
their present diasporic identity. Cho also points out that to disregard the notion of
past or ‗history‘ in the context of diaspora is risky as ―an emphasis on subjectivity
makes possible a mode of engaging with these histories not as immutable
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expressions of victimization and wounding, but as crucially productive of
subjectivities which straddle the divide between past and present‖ (20). However, the
notion of the past itself is not mainly ―a historiological question‖, but more
importantly ―an existential question of being in time‖ (Guha, 1998:156). Ganguly
specifically states that the past is important for Indian communities and that its
process ―comprises a ‗renovated‘ and selectively appropriated set of memories and
discourses‖ (1992:30). The process of recuperating the past is not only extended to
the notion of preserving culture but also language (Rayaprol, 1997:65).
In fact, the act of maintaining the past is a stage that diasporic people have to
go through before they can actually move to another stage in reconstructing their
identity. Clifford points out,
The language of diaspora is increasingly invoked by displaced peoples
who feel (maintain, revive, invent) a connection with a prior home.
This sense of connection must be strong enough to resist erasure
through the normalizing process of forgetting, assimilating, and
distancing (1994:310).
Maintaining the past, in Clifford‘s sense, is part of a process that diasporic
people must experience in order to fit the host land. The past provides self-assurance
of familiar things that exist in a previous space and give the diasporic self the
strength to face the alien situation of the host land. As Sharrad states, ―we will be
comfortable in that new identity only if we can maintain some kind of connection
with who we have been in the past‖ (2008:191). Trinh T. Minh-ha, a Third World
feminist, also asserts that she ―[does] feel the necessity to return to [her] so-called
roots, since they are the fount of [her] strength, the guiding arrow to which [she]
constantly refer[s] before heading for a new direction‖ (1998:89). Likewise,
Vertovec views the recuperating of the past not ―as a kind of schizophrenic deficit‖
but as ―a source of adaptive strength‖ (2000:148).
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The reconstruction of diasporic identity creates a knot of sequential times in
which the past, present (now) and also the future interact with each other. Guha
emphasizes that the present is decisive since it is the centre of the interaction. It
mediates the past and the future (1998:157). This process is continuous, repetitive
and inevitably results in an ambivalent or ambiguous figure (Guha, 1998:159; Varma
and Seshan, 2003:2).
Moreover, the notion of a double situation is important to stress in the case of
the first-generation migrants. This ambivalent situation is more challenging and at
the same time ‗painful‘ for those first-generation migrants to deal with. Their lives
are abruptly divided into two situations, the known and alien contexts, which
necessitate them to immediately balance both situations:
Our first migrant is, therefore, in a temporal dilemma. He must win
recognition from his fellows in the host community by participating in
the now of their everyday life. But such participation is made difficult
by the fact that whatever is anticipatory and futural about it is liable to
make him appear as an alien, and whatever is past will perhaps be
mistaken for nostalgia (Guha, 1998:159).
The temporal balance of double consciousness will also depend on the factors
that encourage people to migrate. European migrants and Indian migrants in America
have different possibilities of negotiating their transition to the host society. As
Dayal suggests, ―it is important to acknowledge the race, class, ethnic, gendered, and
other differences among diasporics, as well as among the others outside the orbit of
the nation-space‘s cultural dominant‖ (1996:54).
Double consciousness in the context of diaspora correspondingly involves
positive and negative natures for diasporic people. It is positively constructed in
terms of feeling global and becoming the part of world‘s historical and political
forces. On the other hand, it can be negatively experienced as one‘s exclusion either
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from the homeland or host land and discrimination in the host land are the risks that
diasporic people have to experience (Clifford, 1994:311-12; Dayal, 1996:47-8).
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CHAPTER THREE

DIMPLE DASGUPTA IN WIFE

Wife, Mukherjee‘s second novel is a blend of the writer‘s attitudes towards
India, Canada and USA. Calcutta is actually the initial setting of the novel, although
at the time of writing she was in Canada. 23 This novel is partly a reflection of
Mukherjee‘s difficulties to adapt to life in Canada, the country that considered
―South Asians as racially other [and that its] policy of the mosaic works to support
ethnic differentiation‖ (Koshy, 1994:75). New York then becomes the epicentre of
the novel although ―metonymically she [the author] is writing about her own sense of
insecurity in Toronto and her feeling of alienation in Canadian society‖ (Alam,
1996:44).
Wife unravels the story of an Indian wife, Dimple Dasgupta, who is married to
an engineer, Amit Basu, and who migrates to US.24 Very soon afterwards,
bewildered by the challenges of plunging herself into the new community, she is
simultaneously pulled back by the past and burdened by the obligation of being an
obedient woman. These binary circumstances are reflected in the ―moments of
incoherence, disruption and splitting‖ found in the novel (Koshy, 1994:71). Keya
Ganguly further stresses:
23

Mukherjee distinguished clearly her life experiences as an expatriate in Canada and as an immigrant
in America. In her essay, ―Imagining Homelands‖, Mukherjee defines expatriation as ―an act of
sustained self-removal from one‘s native culture, balanced by a conscious resistance to total inclusion
in the new host society‖ (1999:217). Meanwhile, she reveals that to be an immigrant, ―[she] became
this thing new to U.S. history, someone who had never existed before [her] and hundreds of thousands
like [her]‖ (1999:221).
24
Wifehood seemingly becomes one of Mukherjee‘s concerns in her fictions. This notion of wifehood
is significantly related to women‘s struggles of negotiating their identities in the host land. Other
figures of wives in her short stories are Nafessa Hafez in ―The Lady from Lucknow‖, Vinita in
―Visitors‖ (Darkness, 1985) and Panna Bhaat in ―A Wife‘s Story‖ (Middlemen and other Stories,
1996).
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The women are thus positioned in thoroughly ambiguous ways. On the
one hand, they have to reconcile themselves to diminished lives in which
there are no outside supports or rewards for their efforts and activities; on
the other, they are actively interested in the patriarchal ideology that the
institutions of marriage and family are beyond reproach, and that any
compromise is merited if it means keeping the domestic front secure
(1992:44).
However, Dimple‘s integration to the host land is unsuccessful, as Anne
Brewster asserts: ―[Wife] also articulates a bleak vision of an immigrant woman‘s
failure to ‗assimilate‘ into Western culture‖ (1993:2). Sushma Tandon adds that
Dimple‘s problem of integrating herself with the host society ―does not lie outside
her. She would remain a foreigner wherever she is to go‖ (2004:45). On the other
hand, Alam argues that it is Amit Basu, her husband, who is the ―one major obstacle
in Dimple‘s quest for identity‖ (1996:41). Although Dimple does not seem to be as
confident and ambitious as Jasmine to adapt herself to the new environment, she
should not be seen as a complete failure. Dimple has her own way of inserting
herself into American society and liberating herself from Amit‘s patriarchal rules.
Even though Dimple‘s deed of killing Amit in the end of the novel cannot be
justified, the murder itself is Dimple‘s way to integrate and remove, ―one major
obstacle in Dimple‘s quest for identity‖. The murder is not the end of Dimple; it is, in
fact, the beginning of Dimple‘s journey as a migrant woman.
Wife is divided into three parts, modelled on the changing phases of Dimple‘s
life. The first part of the novel traces Dimple‘s getting married to Amit Basu and
learning to live in a joint family with Mrs. Basu, her mother-in-law. The second part
of the novel marks Dimple‘s migration to the U.S. with her husband. In Queens they
live in another joint family in the flat of Amit‘s friend, Jyoti Sen. In fact, Dimple and
Amit never live independently from their friends, always having to rely on their help
and hospitality. The third part of the novel describes their temporary moving to a
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sophisticated part of New York, Manhattan. They live in a luxurious apartment that
belongs to Jyoti‘s friends, Prodosh and Marsha, who are away on sabbatical. In this
apartment, they are freed from joint family life for a while.
Significantly, Dimple‘s difficulties in adapting to the alien West apparently
reflect Mukherjee‘s own experience of discrimination in Canada. As Sybil Steinberg
states, ―Mukherjee‘s characters have always reflected her own circumstances and
personal concerns, and one is able to trace her growth in self-confidence and her
slowly developing identity as an American‖ (1989:1). Dimple and Mukherjee, in this
case, have something in common in terms of their migrant experience, though in the
case of Mukherjee, she ―rejects the nostalgia‖ (Brewster, 1993:3). In certain
circumstances Dimple tries to adapt herself to an American lifestyle but her desire to
retain her Indianness is somehow much stronger. Dimple‘s effort to retain her
Indianness shows that she does not wish to give away her past, a part of her original
identity. The past becomes an important element in her subjectivity. Fakrul Alam
writes that, ―Mukherjee here focuses on an Indian wife who is willing to immerse
herself in the life and the mores of urban America but who is also being pulled back,
at least for the time being, by her Indianness‖ (1996:83).
Dimple‘s migrant experience is the combination of ‗expatriation‘ and ‗exile‘,
the term that Mukherjee uses in ―Imagining Homeland‖. Mukherjee defines
expatriation as an effort to retain one‘s original culture which is followed by ―a
conscious resistance to total inclusion in the new host society‖ (217). The definition
itself, however, cannot be applied wholly to Dimple‘s experience. Dimple, indeed,
still sustains and preserves her Indianness, but she does not totally exclude herself
from contact with America. Meanwhile, Mukherjee speaks about exile

as ―the

comparative luxury of self-removal [which] is replaced by harsh compulsion. The
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spectrum of choice is gravely narrowed‖ (217). The ties of the exiles to their mother
countries are still strong (ibid). In this case, there is a slight similarity between an
expatriate and an exile which can be observed in Dimple. Both an exile and an
expatriate keep maintaining their ties to the motherland, the past, by preserving the
aspects of the past in the host land. Dimple‘s sense of connecting herself to the past
is still strong. Rosemary Marangoly George also points out, ―exile, though very
different from immigration, is the other instance in which one carries the baggage of
the past along wherever one wanders‖ (1996:174). This chapter will elaborate on the
importance of the past and show how the past influences Dimple‘s immigrant life.
Firstly, it will discuss how Indian traditions such as arranged marriage, joint family,
and wife‘s devotion toward the husband shape Dimple‘s migrant existence. Indeed,
Dimple spends much of her time attempting to preserve tradition. Tradition
represents the past or Indianness. The discussion will follow the sequence of
locations in the novel to track down Dimple‘s development as a diaporic person for
whom ―geography, culture, and ethnicity are being replaced by configurations of
power, community, space and time‖ (Dahiya, 2007:33). Lastly, the chapter will
examine how Indian traditions and the past combined with her present circumstances
in North America shape Dimple‘s diasporic identity.

Dimple Basu, the Bengali Wife
Hindu tradition has been a substantial force ruling each phase of an Indian
woman‘s life. Ketu H. Katrak, the writer of Politics of the Female Body:
Postcolonial Women Writers of the Third World asserts, ―Cultural traditions control a
woman‘s entire life – from early socialization as a daughter, to indoctrination into a
wife (polygamy or nuclear family), mother, or if less fortunate, into widowhood‖
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(162). Dimple Dasgupta, a twenty-year-old Bengali woman who wants ―a different
kind of life‖ (Wife, 3) and who ―[has] set her heart on marrying a neurosurgeon‖
(ibid), cannot resist the traditional roles that seem to be fated for her. Tradition in fact
follows Dimple when she emigrates to the U.S. as she still has to deal with Hindu
patriarchal values carried over to the host land. The Hindu patriarchal values come
through in the demands of her husband, Amit, for example. Indeed, the novel seems
to contradict Brah‘s statement that ―the reconfigurations of these [genderist] social
relations will not be a matter of direct superimposition of patriarchal forms deriving
from the country of emigration over those that obtain in the country to which
immigration has occurred‖ (1996:190). Dimple‘s restricted situations are not
changed by migration, the experience of being away from home. Three cultural
practices can be identified which mostly affect Dimple‘s life: arranged marriage,
joint family, and necessity of being a devoted wife and docile woman.
For example, as a Bengali girl, Dimple does not have the right to choose her
own bridegroom, so cannot guarantee he will come from ―neurosurgeons and
architects‖ (Wife, 3). The responsibility of choosing the appropriate bridegroom
belongs to her father, Mr. Dasgupta, an electrical engineer in Calcutta Electric
Supply Company, who is inclined to ―[look for] engineers in the matrimonial ads‖
(ibid). J. P. Singh points out that, ―the majority of marriages in India are still fixed or
arranged by parents or elders on behalf of and with or without the consent of the boy
or the girl involved‖ (2005:143). Many girls are in fact not in a position to choose
their partners, due to ―the restriction placed on free interaction between a boy and a
girl in India‖ (Singh, 2005:143). Thus they ―have no chance of knowing a bit of each
other‘s nature, temperament, sentiments, feelings, or aspirations‖ (Mitra, 1946:256).
This is not only restricted to one caste, and Nanda states that ―among the educated
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middle classes in modern, urban India, marriage is as much a concern of the families
as it is of the individuals‖ (Nanda, 2000:1).
Moreover, in Wife, Mr. Dasgupta‘s responsibility for finding his daughter an
appropriate husband is clearly backed up by Mrs. Dasgupta, ‗Why are you
worrying?‘ Mrs Dasgupta often asked her daughter: ‗Just wait and see; your father
will find you an outstanding husband‘ (Wife, 4). Mukherjee herself seems to be
disapproving of this practice, since in the novel she reveals that, ―in mid-January,
when the weather had turned quite chilly and Dimple had to use a quilt in bed, Mr.
Dasgupta announced that he had found his ‗ideal boy‘ (Wife, 14). The cold, the quote
marks and the stress on ―his‖ suggest an ironical tone criticising how an Indian
daughter may not have her own autonomy to choose her bridegroom. Family control,
has the purpose of ensuring the bride marries the chosen man from an equal caste and
class, as Serena Nanda states: ―[i]t is understood that matches would be arranged
only within same caste and general social class, although some crossing of subcastes
is permissible if the class positions of the bride‘s and groom‘s families are similar‖
(2000:2). Although the aim is meant to be positive, ―marriage often involves shifting
authority from father to husband‖ (Katrak, 2006:166), ensuring that the daughter‘s
lack of agency is transferred to the wife.
Amit Basu, a consultant engineer is chosen as Dimple‘s ―short, dark Prince
Charming‖ (Wife, 17). Amit‘s opportunity to emigrate to the U.S. was one of the
considerations Dimple‘s family took into account when selecting him as bridegroom.
In this case, migrating to the U.S. is considered to be an opportunity to improve
one‘s life. Ganguly points out that immigration has given them [migrant men] the
opportunity to obtain financial security and also dignity (1992:34), not merely ―back
home, [but] as well as secured him a better life there‖ (35). Therefore the wedding is
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welcomed by Dimple‘s family and by her best friend, Pixie. Pixie comments: ―What
a lucky girl you are!‖ ―You‘ll be in America before you know it. I‘ll still be slogging
away at my typing and shorthand‖ (Wife, 16). However, Dimple has different
feelings. The ―thoughts of living in Africa or North America terrified her. She
wanted to know how long they would stay, but she didn‘t know quite how to ask it
without revealing her fear‖ (Wife, 18). Ironically, although Mr. Dasgupta is satisfied
with the marriage arrangements, the bridegroom‘s mother and sister, Mrs. Basu and
Mrs. Ghose, ―had made their point: Dimple Dasgupta was not their first choice‖
(Wife, 15).
Given that she strongly resents her inability to participate in the selection of
her husband to be, the arranged marriage has negative consequences for Dimple.
Dimple feels treated as property, her feelings totally ignored. Arranged marriage
seems to treat the union of husband and wife not as a sacred moment but as a
property exchange. It is shown in the family‘s objecting to Dimple because her name
is not Bengali and her skin is dark. Like an object that has a flaw, Dimple‘s dark skin
is hastily covered with ―more whitening creams and homemade bleaching pastes‖
(Wife, 15), as Mr. Dasgupta tells his wife to camouflage Dimple‘s complexion. The
parents are afraid that this flaw would prevent Dimple from getting a proper husband
and the chance of migrating to the U.S., something which will elevate the status of
the family as well. Mukherjee makes her view on the issue known by stressing the
demands faced by Dimple: for example, since her mother-in-law, Mrs. Basu does not
like her name, Dimple has to go by the name of ‗Nandini‘, which Dimple finds
strange, ―old fashioned and unsung‖ (Wife, 31). In Jasmine, Jyoti, the female
character seems to gladly accept the changing names and takes them as part of her
significant self-metamorphosis. In contrast, Dimple is forced to take her new name.
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Moreover, since the possibility of knowing the bridegroom is quite limited in
an arranged marriage, Dimple avoids worrying Amit since she finds out that he
seems to be restrictive and neglectful. She feels that:
Amit would always be there beside her in his shiny, ill-fitting suits, acting
as her conscience and common sense. It was sad, she thought, how
marriage cut off glittering alternatives. If fate had assigned her not Amit
but some other engineer, she might have been a very different kind of
person (Wife, 127).
Dimple also feels that Amit (as part of the agreement) has taken over all
decision makings about their apartment, something which makes Dimple unhappy.
She complains that ―the apartment is h-o-r-r-i-d‖ (Wife, 19) and ―the water has to be
carried up in buckets and stored since ―the tap in the bathroom is broken‖ (Wife, 21).
Unable to get to know him before marriage, she finds out too late that Amit is a
disappointment.
In a further sign of the way Mukherjee views such relations, Amit also feels
dissatisfied with Dimple; he says, ―I always thought I‘d marry a tall girl. You know
the kind I mean, one meter sixty-one or sixty-two centimetres, tall and slim. Also
convent-educated, fluent in English‖ (Wife, 26). In other words, the novel highlights
that in this kind of union both partners suffer. Dimple is especially discouraged,
feeling that ―there was nothing she could do about her height except stand straight
and dress wisely. But what excuse could she offer him for her spoken English?‖
(Wife, 27).
Although initially she thinks that marriage ―would free her, fill her with
passion‖ (Wife, 14), it left her ―as someone going into [an] exile‖ (Wife, 16). Tracing
Dimple‘s story in the second and the third parts of the novel, marriage arguably leads
her into exile. Emigrating to the U.S alienates her, and living in an extended family
itself is another form of exile for Dimple. Dimple‘s status as a daughter-in-law in an
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extended family isolates her, since tradition determines that a daughter-in-law is an
alien in the household (Singh, 2005:139).25 Nanda points out that joint family is a
common cultural practice in India, ―[p]articularly when the couple would be living in
the joint family – that is with the boy‘s parents and his married brothers and their
families, as well as with unmarried siblings – which is [also] still very common even
among the urban, upper-middle class in India‖ (2000:2). However, although the
practice of joint-family living is taken for granted within an Indian household, this
tradition, to some extent, also restricts a woman‘s capacity to have her own decision
on managing the household and be independent. In Jasmine, the modern husband
Prakash rejects the practice of joint family and decides to live separately from their
big family. Mukherjee delicately confronts the aspects of the male characters,
Prakash and Amit in Jasmine and Wife. The two husbands definitely have opposing
characteristics: Prakash is an open-minded, modern, and encouraging husband. Amit,
in contrast, is an old-fashioned, patriarchal and restrictive husband. Each husband
has his own role in the wife‘s process of adaptation in the new land.
When Dimple and Amit get married, they move to a three-story building on
Dr. Sarat Banerjee Road, a place where they live with Mrs. Basu and Pintu, her
brother-in-law. Dimple does not feel comfortable joining Amit‘s family; rather ―she
felt there were too many people in the apartment on Dr. Sarat Banerjee Road, too
many people to make demands on her, driving her crazy‖ (Wife, 26). Aside from this
emotional and psychological response, she does not like how things are arranged in
25

Extended family and joint-family have their own meanings in India. According to J.P. Singh, large
stem/extended family is ―(a) a household head and spouse with married son(s)/daughter(s) and their
spouses; and (b) household head without spouse but with at least two married son(s)/daughter(s) and
their spouses‖ (2005:137). Meanwhile, joint-family is relatively defined as ―(a) household head and
spouse with married brother(s)/sister(s) and their spouses with or without other relation (s) including
married relation (s); and (b) household without spouse but with at least two married brothers or sisters
and their spouses with or without other relations (ibid). In the case of Dimple in the first part of the
novel, since she lives with her mother-in-law and brother-in-law, this form of family is categorized as
an extended family.
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her mother-in-law‘s house. She wants to arrange things as she wishes, according to
her image of normal ―young marrieds‖ [who] were always going to decorators and
selecting ‗their‘ colors, especially their bedroom colors. That was supposed to be the
best part of getting married: being free and expressing yourself‖ (Wife, 20). Living
together with her husband‘s family constrains Dimple. She thinks that she would like
to be back of her ―own room in Rash Behari Avenue, on a bed cluttered with brokenbacked books‖ (Wife, 31). But, as Mukherjee reveals from her own experience of
living in an extended family during her own teenage years, ―in the traditional Bengali
Hindu family of [her] kind to want privacy was to be selfish. That was why [she] was
so entranced by the idea of Iceland having little population and lots of space‖ (19923:153).
Moreover, as a Bengali wife, Dimple is expected to be an obedient and
devoted woman to her husband and mother-in-law. Although the role of being a
mother is important in Hindu tradition particularly for bearing and nurturing a male
baby, the role of wife is even more important. As Susan S. Wadley states, ―the wifely
role is pre-eminent in Hinduism, the maternal only secondary. Thus whereas
mythology and law books provide endless models of the good wife [Sita], there are
no prime examples of good mother‖ (1977:119). Sita, one of the goddesses in Hindu
mythology represents the model of a devoted, submissive and faithful wife, as she
―exemplifies the behaviour of the proper Hindu wife, devotedly following her
husband into exile for twelve years‖ (1977:118) and Indian women are expected to
emulate Sita.26 The story of Sita who accompanied her husband into exile may also

26

The story of Sita was part of the most well-known ―religious texts of India found in Sanskrit‖
(Wadley, 1977:118). It was said that Sita was ―kidnapped by the evil Ravana, she proves her wifely
virtue by placing herself on a lighted pyre. When she remains unscathed by the flames the gods
shower with flowers, and her husband finally and happily accepts her back into his household‖ (ibid).
This story was told to inspire Indian women so as they would take her as a model of the good wife.
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represent the stories of many Indian migrant wives who, for the sake of improving
their lives, migrate out of India. Dimple is one of them since in ―all her life she had
been trained to please‖ (Wife, 30). As her father says in the first match-making
meeting, she ―is so sweet and docile‖ and ―she will never give a moment‘s headache‖
(Wife, 15). As a husband, Amit expects Dimple, ―like Sita, to jump into fire if
necessary‖ (ibid), and to serve him. However, Mukherjee introduces the issue in
order to critique it, and personally has long spoken out against the traditional idea of
wifehood. In an interview with Francisco Collado Rodriguez (1995), Mukherjee
asserts ―as a woman writing in the 1990s and as a feminist born in India I had to
reject the Sita model‖ (301). These views are rehearsed in Part One of the novel
which comprises letters by editors and readers that debate the issue of marriage and
the role of Sita as a wife model (Wife, 27-29). Mukherjee‘s rejection of tradition,
particularly in the case of widow burning (sati) as a form of the wife‘s devotion to
her husband, is especially evident in this section.
Furthermore, Dimple‘s role as a wife to Amit is not only limited to serving
him: she also must care for his mother, who is sick. Unfortunately, Mrs. Basu seems
to be reluctant to get close to Dimple. Indeed, Dimple‘s effort to take care of Mrs.
Basu is misunderstood as her way of taking over things in the house. Dimple faces
her mother-in-law‘s frequent abuse: ―Watch it!‖ Mrs. Basu exclaimed. ―You almost
smothered me with that net! You want to kill me so you can get my gold bangles!‖
(Wife, 25). Mrs. Basu‘s statement is a means of controlling her daughter-in-law but
also reveals that she fears that her authority as the head of the house will be taken
over by Dimple. Like wives and daughters-in-law, the mother-in-law too has a
particular position within Hindu households. She has to be highly respected and
served especially by her daughter-in-law; she dominates the arrangement of the
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household. Daughters-in-law are expected to devote her life fully to serve their
mothers-in-law. This often creates disputes between mother-in-law and daughter-inlaw in an Indian extended family, since ―daughters-in-law are considered major
disputants‖ (Singh, 2005:139)27. Significantly, the domineering presence of Dimple‘s
mother-in-law still echoes during her migrant‘s life in US. Tradition has truly
configured Dimple‘s identity as a Bengali woman. Tradition determines not merely
Dimple‘s life as a teenager and wife in Calcutta but also later as an Indian migrant
woman in US. Tradition suppresses Dimple‘s diasporic life in the form of Amit‘s
demand on Dimple to be a submissive wife.

The Bindings of the Past and Present in Dimple Basu
Migrating to another country demands that a person adapt herself to the host
land. This situation creates a tussle between past and present, old and new worlds.
Bharati Mukherjee‘s works are full of female characters who like her, migrate to the
U.S. She creates female characters that are flexible to any changes, paralleling her
own migrant experience. She reveals that ―the kinds of women who attract me, who
intrigue me, are those who are adaptable‖ (Mukherjee in Connell, 1990:19) and
contrasts the idea of the ―adaptable‖ woman with the teaching of being a Bengali
wife. As Bengali women, they have all been trained ―to please, been trained to be
adaptable wives‖ and this has been a great advantage for those who migrate (ibid). In
fact, being flexible in one‘s experience of migrating and negotiating with the host
land does not mean that one should discard the past, as Mukherjee has suggested.
The past contributes significantly in forming diasporic identity as Iain Chambers
(1994) points out:
27

According to J.P. Singh, this dispute commonly occurs due to the ―suspicions of unequal parental
treatment and favors‖ (2005:139).
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[n]one of us can simply choose another language, as though we could
completely abandon our previous history and freely opt for another one.
Our previous sense of knowledge, language and identity, our peculiar
inheritance, cannot be simply rubbed out of the story, cancelled (24).
In what follows, I will discuss the importance of the past in Dimple‘s life in
the U.S and how the past influence and shape her diasporic identity along with the
Indian tradition that still embedded within her. The importance of the past will be
traced through Dimple‘s settling in the U.S., specifically in Queens and Manhattan.
Indian migrations to the U.S. have in fact created ―their spatial patterns and
conceptions of space‖ (Khandelwal, 1995:178). Queens and Manhattan are the areas
of New York City within which the largest population of Indian immigrants can be
found (Khandelwal, 1995:180). New York City has become the choice of Indian
immigrants because it has ―substantial number of earlier settlers and relatively wider
range of careers‖ (ibid).

Dimple‘s movement has implicitly revealed her

mobilization from the periphery of India (Rash Behari Avenue to Dr. Sarat Banerjee
Road) to the centre of the U.S. which is the typical of the Indian diasporic
experience.

Queens
This part explores Dimple‘s experiences as an Indian migrant wife after she
moves with her husband to the U.S., where they live in Jyoti Sen‘s apartment in
Queens along with his wife and daughter, Meena and Archana Sen. Queens is
described as having an atmosphere that ―is really like a little Ballygunje‖ (Wife, 174).
This area is quite well-known among the Indian migrants as ―[the] receiving areas for
newly arrived immigrants‖ (ibid).
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As an immigrant, luggage is very valuable to Dimple. Mukherjee clearly
shows how Dimple frets about her belongings upon her departure to US. The packing
moments in Wife and as we shall see later in Jasmine seem to be significant focuses
that have particular meaning of the whole journey and define their characteristics as
migrants. As it is her first time going overseas, she is overwhelmed. Sometimes ―she
packed and unpacked her suitcase several times‖ (Wife, 46) but ―at other times she
wanted to walk onto the plane carrying just a small purse and nothing else‖ (ibid).
Rosemary Marangoly George asserts, ―over and over again, in the literature of
immigration and exile, there are scenes that (either lovingly, as a matter of fact or in
despair) catalogue the varied luggage that immigrants carry over‖ (1996:173). In the
case of Dimple, like a soldier, she arms herself with a full package of Indian goods
brought from Calcutta. This luggage and its content are the packages of the past that
define her identity as a Bengali woman and render her different to others. To a
certain extent, the luggage represents the past that is carried over and is expected to
enable her survival of adapting herself to the host land. Her mother‘s straightforward advice establishes her nature as a Bengali by reminding her to treat her hair
well and undervalues the Americans‘ knowledge about dealing with hair:
Don‘t forget to pack two or three good combs and a packet of big
hairpins. Also coconut hair oil,‖ Mrs. Dasgupta said on the phone.
―Americans have rotten hair. They don‘t know anything about her oils.‖
Dimple obediently went to the store and bought five combs, two packages
of sturdy, black hairpins and three bottles of coconut oil, then wrapped
them in a cotton petticoat and put them at the bottom of her suitcase
(ibid).
Coconut oil particularly defines Dimple‘s identity as a Bengali as it is typical of
Bengali women‘s hair treatment. Bringing coconut oil to the U.S. reflects the
extension of Dimple‘s past into her present/ migrant‘s time.
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Arriving in New York, she and Amit stay with Jyoti Sen and his family at
their apartment. Although Dimple has migrated to the U.S., the nature of joint family
living pursues her. Joint family as a Hindu tradition has simply carried over to her
life in US. As Susan Koshy points out, ―the constraints of the joint family are
unexpectedly recreated in the suffocating proximity of the Indian immigrant
community in New York‖ (1994:72). However, while joint family restricts Dimple‘s
ability to manage her own household, living together with another Indian family in
the ghetto strengthens her and her husband‘s position in the U.S. as newcomers.
Dimple moves from one form of joint family in India (with her big family and her
mother-in-law) to another form of joint family in the U.S. (with Jyoti Sen‘s family).
Singh defines the kind of joint family Dimple lives in the U.S. as
household head and spouse with married brother(s)/sister(s) and their
spouses with or without other relation(s) including married relation(s)
(2005:137).
In fact, living together with Jyoti in Queens is mutually beneficial to Dimple
and to Jyoti‘s family. Since Dimple and Amit have just arrived in America and do
not know their surroundings, living with Jyoti‘s family enables them to adapt to the
completely new culture and circumstances. Besides, it is also good for Amit‘s
networking so as to find a job. Keya Ganguly asserts that, ―some men had had
college friends from India living in this country, and the transition was made easier
for them since they were inserted into familiar social networks‖ (1992:34).
Furthermore, joint family living enables Dimple and Amit to make friends
with other Indians such as Prodosh and Marsha Mookerjii, Bijoy and Ina Mullick and
also Milt Glasser. Ina Mullick, Bijoy‘s wife, has attracted Dimple‘s attention because
of her being more Americanized than other Indian women. She is fascinated by Ina‘s
―wearing white pants and a printed shirt that ended in a large knot‖ (Wife, 74). It
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never comes to her mind that an Indian woman (like Ina Mullick) might behave as
most American women do. To Dimple, the figure of an Indian woman should be a
devoted one like Sita. This is quite understandable since ―Dimple had been brought
up to think of women only as beautiful, pretty, or good mothers‖ (Wife, 80).
Although neither Amit nor Dimple had ever travelled so far in their whole
life, they have different perceptions of migrating to US. Mukherjee states that her
male and female characters perceive the notion of migration differently. She
remarks:
We‘ve all been trained to please, been trained to be adaptable as wives,
and that adaptability is working to the women‘s advantage when we
come over as immigrants. The males function very well as engineers or
doctors or whatever, and they earn good money, but they have locked
their heart against mainstream culture. They seem to be afraid of
pollution. Their notion of India seems to have frozen in the year in which
they left India, and they don‘t want to change (1990:19).
To Dimple, America with its ‗bigness‘ seems to be ―thrilling and a little scary
as well‖ (Wife, 52). On the other hand, Amit‘s perception is quite practical and
realistic. As they listen to Jyoti‘s stories about America, it is quite clear that they are
curious about different matters. Even small things like ―the back seat of the Cutlass‖
(ibid), television and a vacuum cleaner amaze Dimple. She remains ―concentrated on
the skyscrapers, taller than anything in Calcutta, and on the enormous cars speeding
in regimented lanes. She had never seen such bigness before‖ (ibid). To Dimple,
these new things seem to be different, both attractive and alienating. Amit, however,
sees America as a gold mine in which he can get a job and good salary that can
improve his financial status and his respectability as the breadwinner in the family.
He does not seem to care about ―the bigness of America‖ that Dimple so admires at.
Rather, Amit ―wanted to know only what kind of job he might expect to get. He
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asked questions on starting salaries, rents for apartments in Queens where the Sens
lived, food costs and gasoline shortages‖ (ibid).
Dimple is also startled by the new form of English she encounters in the U.S.
notably the way Jyoti speaks English with a Bengali mix. She thinks that ―[Jyoti]
spoke in a fast and funny mixture of English and Bengali, and Dimple wondered if in
a few months she and Amit too would speak that curious language‖ (Wife, 51). The
English itself is not ‗pure English‘ but it is blended with the speaker‘s first language.
In the context of migrant people, adapting to the language of the host land may take
unique pathways since ―the language is appropriated, taken apart, and then put back
together with a new inflection, an unexpected accent, a further twist in the tale‖
(Chambers, 1994:23). This also suggests that the past is always carried over, not
abandoned; it thrives side by side with the original identity, though it is intertwined
with other aspects of the host land. Brah states that, ―the partial suppression of a
sense of one identity by the assertion of another does not mean, however, that
different identities cannot co-exist‖ (1996:123).
Dimple‘s relationship with the English language is complex and before she
migrated to the U.S. Dimple had already had problems with her English. For
example, while they are still living in Calcutta, she thinks that ―it [is] dangerous to
learn too much English‖ (Wife, 29) and Amit even complaint about her English
proficiency. Although Dimple is supposed to be familiar with the English language,
as ―knowledge of English is a characteristic of postcolonial Indian immigrants to the
United States, which distinguishes them from most other Asian or Latino
immigrants‖ (Khandelwal, 2002:46), ―comfort levels in using this language varied
among Indians in New York‖ (ibid). Speaking English with Americans, and even
with her Indian friends, often is a frightening experience for Dimple. She feels
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discouraged when she hears ―all Western music, raucous singing. [She] was already
sorry she‘d come. Her English had grown less confident since she‘d arrived in
America‖ (Wife, 74).
One other moment that also evokes Dimple‘s awareness of her poor
command of English happens when she goes shopping with Meena. Dimple fills her
early days by going out shopping with Meena. This can also be considered an
‗informal‘ education for Dimple to get along with the surroundings of Queens.
Meena deliberately tests her by asking Dimple to buy her cheesecake from
Schwartz‘s Deli while she waits outside with Archana and the groceries. To Dimple
who is still ‗green‘ and inexperienced in getting along with the Americans, this
request feels like a punishment, since she is not comfortable with her English. She
reacts to Meena‘s request with a moment of panic, reflecting inwardly:
She wished she had not mentioned anything about buying dessert. If she
had known she would have to go into the store by herself and tell the
salesman in English what she wanted and count out the change, she
would have kept quiet (Wife, 58).
Her first encounter with Americans shocks her. She views the shop man‘s
words and reception as a racist attack on a Bengali woman like her. Dimple suddenly
flings back to the past and takes herself back to Lake Market in Calcutta, where she
always went shopping:
[w]here twenty hawkers would be grabbing at her for any small change
she had. They‘d do anything to please her, cut a tangerine in half if she
had only ten paise. What was wrong with her money? In Calcutta she‘d
buy from Muslims, Biharis, Christians, Nepalis. She was used to many
races; she‘d never been a communalist. And so long as she had money to
spend no one would ask her what community she belonged to (Wife, 60).
She tries to think logically about the shop man‘s reception towards her. To
Dimple, buying from any race in Lake Market is a common thing. Her effort of
recuperating the past reassures her that there is nothing wrong with her and her
money. Buying from American or Muslims, or Biharis is all the same to her.
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Dimple‘s comparison of the services at Schwartz‘s deli and at Lake Market outlines
her feelings toward those two places. Since it is her first experience of shopping in a
place like Schwartz‘s deli, she is anxious. This is of course quite different from her
experience at Lake Market, a place that is quite familiar to her.
Another form of Dimple‘s attachment to her Indianness is learning to knot
her husband‘s tie using Indian instructions. Accompanying her husband in America,
Dimple has to adapt herself to the patterns of America. Although Dimple did not get
a Western education from her parents, in America she is forced to learn it herself.
She had learned to tie a knot from a brochure she had picked up in a
men‘s clothing store on Park Street where her father had done the dowry
shopping. Learning to tie a knot had been her final maidenly
accomplishment (Wife, 96).
This skill becomes important when she moves to the U.S. since Amit has
underlined that ―wives count for a lot when it comes to hiring and promotion in this
country. [Dimple] might have to meet the bosses‖ (ibid). Dimple‘s mother has never
knotted her father‘s ties. Dimple thinks that it is necessary for her to know how to
knot ―the Windsor or the half-Windsor‖ but she feels much more comfortable to
learn it from the Indian instructions. She says that ―she liked Indian instructions; they
were always so explicit‖ (ibid). Dimple‘s command of English can be the reason why
it is easier for her to learn to tie a knot following from the Indian instructions. They
represent Dimple‘s past. The experience also reveals how Dimple integrates her
Indianness to carry out her duty as a wife in the host land.
Moreover, as an Indian wife she believes that she ought to behave normally
like other Indian women. She should not drink, behave or wear dresses in the way of
American women. The hold of tradition still remains even though Dimple has moved
away from Calcutta. However, the tussle between the past and her present moment as
an Indian immigrant puts her in a difficult situation. This happens once at Ina‘s party,
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when the hostess ―tempt[s] [her] to have a gin and lime‖ (Wife, 77). Dimple knows
that as an obedient wife and daughter [in-law] she should not accept this offer. But
soon it becomes quite obvious that she is torn between her duty to be an obedient
wife and daughter-in-law and her desire to appease Ina as the host. The fear of being
a disgrace to her family haunts her. The fact that her mother-in-law would
acknowledge her attitudes in the host land is unconsciously carried over through her
migrant‘s mind. Accepting Ina‘s offer of a gin will complicate her relationship with
her husband and also her ‗original identity‘. She feels that,
Amit was waiting for just the right answer, that it was up to her to uphold
Bengali womanhood, marriage and male pride. The right answer, I do not
need stimulants to feel happy in my husband‘s presence … my obligation
is to my husband, seemed to dance before her eyes as though it were
printed on a card. All she had to do was read it, but she feared Ina‘s
laughter, or anger, more than anything in the world. If she took a drink
she knew Amit would write it to his mother and his mother would call
the Dasguptas and accuse them of raising an immoral, drunken daughter.
The Calcutta rumor mill operated as effectively from New York as it did
from Park Street (Wife, 78).
India remains quite strong within her but she resolves the dilemma of wanting
to find a place in America by compromising, promising herself, ―maybe a very weak
one, next time,‖ she said (ibid). Dimple negotiates between not rejecting Ina‘s offer
and disrespecting her own husband. She is caught between satisfying the two sides of
herself, one formed by Indian traditions and the other by her present situation in New
York.
To Dimple, migrating to the U.S. gives her opportunity to develop herself and
she dreams that she might be ―a more exciting person, take evening classes perhaps,
become a librarian. She had heard that many Indian wives in the states became
librarians‖ (Wife, 43). Dimple thinks that diasporic circumstance may enhance her
skills and liberate her to choose what she herself wants. Her hopes are undermined
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by Amit‘s patriarchal demand that she be an obedient Indian wife. Dimple is again
confronted with the reproduction of patriarchal values in the host land. Although
Vinod Khanna, one of Jyoti‘s friends offers her a position as a salesgirl, she cannot
accept it since Amit insists, ―one breadwinner in the family is quite enough‖ (Wife,
61). He ridicules her, doubting Dimple‘s ability of ―add[ing] two and two‖ (ibid) and
commenting on the possibility of ruining the business. He asserts that a woman‘s life
should be restricted to ―a television and a child, [then] a woman shouldn‘t have any
time to get crazy ideas‖ (Wife, 69). Amit is not supportive of Dimple‘s desire for
change but that desire is not supposed to be seen as negative. It is in fact Dimple‘s
effort to fulfil herself. Indeed, Amit‘s demand is more the result of selfishness than
convention since in their migrant situation, it is quite permissible for Dimple to get a
job.
Dimple in fact has decided that she will not change herself into an IndianAmerican woman like Ina Mullick. During Ina‘s visit to Meena‘s apartment, she tries
to get close to Dimple and show her a leaflet of a woman in sari and bikini. Ina
marks the changes of the woman as hers, ―that‘s me,‖ she said, with a shallow laugh.
―Before and after. The great moral and physical change, and all that‖ (Wife, 95). By
contrast, Dimple directly underlines, ―I‘m always a Before … I guess I‘ve never been
an After‖ (ibid). Dimple‘s remark reveals her impossibility of changing herself to be
Ina. Her response can also be understood as Dimple‘s effort to retain her past (her
Indianness). Amit, her husband also expects Dimple not to become too American; he
says ―I don‘t want you to be like Mrs. Mullick and wear pants in the house‖ (Wife,
112).
Writing letters to her parents and friends in India is Dimple‘s other way to
revisit the past and make connection with the homeland. Letters become her means
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to release her burden of alienation of the new world. The idea of writing a letter to
her parents and friend in India initially comes to her mind when she realizes that
migration has created ―an impossible homecoming‖ and to Dimple, ―leaving Calcutta
for good was still unreal‖ (Wife, 46). This has provided her with strength to
adaptation. In fact, although Dimple finds that writing offers relief from her
loneliness, Amit thinks that Dimple still cannot release herself from the past
(Calcutta) by remarking to Dimple, ―I guess your heart‘s still in Calcutta,‖ … ―You
write too often to your parents‖ (Wife, 97).
The second part of this novel shows that although Dimple does not get her
own privacy living with Jyoti‘s family and does not like the situation at Jyoti‘s
house, she finds a Bengali atmosphere in Queens and is not really alienated. She does
not entirely leave her Indianness; perhaps as Brah states, the past ―cannot be
expunged so easily, for we carry their traces in our psyche‖ (1996:5).
In fact, even though Dimple is very much thrilled by her migrating and living
in the U.S., the impediments of adapting herself at the same time as a migrant and
wife change her into a hesitant and timid woman. The past and tradition support
Dimple in two opposite ways. The past comforts her with its familiarity. On the other
hand, tradition restraints her effort of integrating herself to the host land and Amit
burdens her with too many ideas of how to be a devoted wife. Koshy writes that, ―to
the oppressiveness of her derivative identity as wife is added the burden of
preserving ethnic identity within the home, in order to shore up her insecure husband
in an alien culture‖ (1994:72). Likewise, Mannur also points out that women are
always subjected to domestic duty and more than that ―charged with maintaining the
edifice of home life (2007:17).
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Manhattan
Manhattan marks the climax of Dimple‘s life as a wife and an immigrant:
finally, she moves from the periphery to the centre: from India to Queens, then to
Manhattan. Dimple and Amit move out and stay temporarily at Prodosh and
Marsha‘s apartment in Manhattan as these couples are away on their academic
sabbatical. The move out of the Sens‘ place releases Dimple from the burden of
joint-family living and she starts her own life with Amit. Desiring her own place has
given her ―a new kind of certainty, almost an arrogance‖ (Wife, 104).
―The high-rise apartment on Bleecker Street‖ (Wife, 109), Manhattan,
introduces Dimple to another American life-style which is not so ‗India‘. It is a
distinctive area in the U.S. where the ‗haves‘ gather.28 It is different from Queens,
which is quite famous as an Indian ghetto. Madhulika S. Khandelwal (1995)
distinguishes the boroughs of Queens and Manhattan thus: ―during the last two
decades, both kinds of Indian spaces exist parallel to each other – the first, in
Manhattan, a continuation of the intellectual, upper middle-class and elite Indians of
the pre-1965 patterns, and the second, in Queens, representing increased diversity
and population expansion‖ (190). Many immigrant Indians live in this area (Queens),
as described by Meena Sen, ―Anyway, who needs sahibs? There must be a thousand
Indians in just in this neighbourhood!‖ (Wife, 54).29
Yet, although the atmosphere of Manhattan is not so Indian, it does not stop
Dimple from preserving Hindu traditions such as celebrating Durga Pujah. Durga
Pujah is one of the annual religious ceremonies held from ―the seventh to the tenth

28

Manhattan represents the residence of upper-class Indian immigrants who think that ―Indian life in
Queens symbolized a lower social stratum than their own. Upper class Indians came to avoid Queens
and, to their minds, its lower-class Indian popular culture‖ (Khandelwal, 2002:37).
29
Mayor David Dinkins who was invited to join the celebration of Diwali in 1992 named the Seventyfourth Street area (Queens) as ―Little India‖ (Khandelwal, 1997:193).
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days of the waxing moon in the Bengali month of Ashvina (September fifteenth to
October fourteenth)‖ (Sarma, 1969:580). Durga is the symbol of the daughter‘s
returning to her father‘s house from her husband‘s, for a visit (Sarma, 1969:581).
Remembering Durga Pujah, one of the important celebrations in Hindu tradition,
reflects Dimple‘s attempt to reiterate the past. Looking hesitantly at her new
surrounding, she reflects:
it was something else, like knowing that if she were to go out the front
door, down the elevator (she was frightened by self-service elevators with
their red Emergency buttons and wished there were a liftman on a stool to
press the right buttons for her), if she were to stand in the lobby and say to
the first ten people she saw, ―Do you know it‘s almost October and Durga
Pujah is coming?‖ they would think she was mad. She could not live with
people who didn‘t understand about Durga Pujah (Wife, 115).
Durga Pujah reminds Dimple of her original roots, the place where she comes
from. During this ceremony celebration, normally a daughter and particularly one
who is newlywed, returns to her parental homes (Sarma, 1965:581). For Dimple, this
will be her first time of celebrating Durga Pujah away from her big family in India.
She realizes that the context she lives in now, Manhattan, does not ‗permit‘ her to
celebrate Durga Pujah as it is performed in India. Alienated by her surroundings,
Dimple desires to go back to India to celebrate it and pay her respect to the elders.
Paying respect to the elders is a must for an Indian daughter like Dimple. Respecting
and showing her efforts to re-connect herself to her Indian homeland. She blames
Amit, ―How can you be so heartless? Don‘t you want to see your mother and Pintu?
What about your sister? Don‘t I want to see my mother and father?‖ (Wife, 134).
Dimple and Amit have different perspectives on celebrating Durga Pujah.
Dimple thinks that celebrating Durga Pujah is a prime moment. Amit, on the other
hand sees Dimple‘s idea of returning to India (for Durga Pujah) as a waste of money
and time. Their divergent reactions echo Ganguly‘s view that, ―both men and women
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reinvent the past and themselves, but in contrasting ways which are specific to the
gendering of experience‖ (1992:41). She writes that the men ―seemed to be more
concerned with representing the constraints of their pasts and with privileging the
present‖ (ibid). Thus, Amit‘s perception is quite practical and realistic: ―we can‘t
afford it!‖ He returned to the game on television. ―Besides, we‘ve only been away
four months. What‘s the matter with you?‖ (Wife, 134). He judges Dimple‘s desire to
return to India an ‗abnormality‘, and without offering much comfort, he concludes by
saying ―I don‘t want to talk about it, okay?‖ he said, without taking his eyes off the
screen. ―I couldn‘t get leave. Anyway I wouldn‘t even dare ask for leave at this
stage, so don‘t get your hopes up‖ (ibid).
Dimple‘s engagement with the past is also shown through her gatherings with
her Indian friends. These experiences provide Dimple with a sense of connection to
home, although in Manhattan, Dimple does not gather with her friends as often as
she did in Queens. Mostly only her friends like Ina and Milt – come to the apartment.
One of the gatherings Dimple goes to is held by a Bengali community to celebrate a
special day like Saraswati Pujah. This religious ceremony is held in January or
February (Sarma, 1969:590). Saraswati is the symbol of knowledge and is very
popular among the students (ibid). Dimple and Amit go to ―the smaller and more
informal Pujah, which did not involve any religious rites or heavy subscriptions, but
―a lot of friends having potluck and seeing an old movie‖ (Wife, 181). While the
celebration of Saraswati Pujah and gathering with friends reveals the need to
strengthen emotional attachments with their homeland, the celebration also implicitly
reveals the class they belong to and Amit‘s effort of saving the money.
However, Manhattan leaves Dimple isolated from her roots as she cannot feel
the Indian atmosphere here as she did in Queens, since not many of their Indian
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friends live in this area. Although this new environment is fancy, it is unfamiliar to
Dimple and puts her under pressure. Her bad communication with Amit and Ina
worsens the situation. Dimple‘s intention to return to India before they are sixty
implicitly reveals her homesickness. In this context, Wife as a novel tends to
romanticize the past/ India through Dimple‘s longing to return to India and her
alienated feeling toward the host land. For Dimple and Amit, it is obvious that the
financial success and respect of their friends back home in Calcutta are the things
that justify their struggle in the U.S.:
Her tactful domestic virtues and Amit‘s savings would accrue steadily
and they would retire to Calcutta before they were sixty to lead
circumspect lives, envied by those friends who had never left (Wife, 151).
For an immigrant, the notion of homesickness may reveal an ambiguous
feeling toward the mother land and the host land. Susan Stanford Friedman in her
study of how home may particularly define immigrants‘ identities and their
emotional attachment to the motherland and the host land in a diasporic context
points out that the idea of homesickness is ―a cryptogram‖. Homesickness has dual
opposite meanings: ―sick for home and sick of home‖ (2004:191). In Dimple and
Jyoti, the cases of homesickness are different. In Dimple‘s diasporic situation, she is
sick for Calcutta, her far away home. Her feeling of sick for home is shown through
her longing for Calcutta, the place where she was born and she feels comfortable and
homey. Home is not Queens or Manhattan, the places where she feels alienated.
Thinking about home (Calcutta) gives Dimple comfort and compensates for the
alienated atmosphere that she experiences in Manhattan. The memory of India
strengthens her days as an Indian migrant and wife. The old world, Calcutta,
provides her with the sense of familiarity and ease. When she hurts her husband‘s
fingers inadvertently, she defends herself by saying that ―this wouldn‘t have
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happened if we had stayed in Calcutta,‖ … ―I was never so nervous back home. Do
you think I was nervous?‖ (Wife, 132). Manhattan undoubtedly upsets her, although
she is aware that ―she had expected pain when she had come to America, had told
herself that pain was part of any new beginning, and in the sweet structures of that
new life had allotted pain a special place‖ (ibid). Meanwhile, her feeling of
homesickness seems to be ambiguous since the feeling is both directed toward
Calcutta and America. Unlike Jyoti, Dimple at some other time shows her anger
toward Calcutta, as the source of the patriarchal values which is now carried over to
the diasporic circumstances by Amit, her husband. Dimple‘s being sick of home is
particularly directed toward America, her new home. The feeling is mostly
stimulated by her alienation and her depression because of Amit‘s patriarchal
demands.
In contrast, Amit seems to be comfortable with the place and with the
challenges of living in US. This situation inevitably affects Dimple total well being
and her situation increasingly resembles that described by Ketu Katrak in such
settings: ―unfulfilled wifehood is expressed in physical ailment, nervous breakdown,
[and] madness‖ (2006:159). It is Jyoti who first recognizes Dimple‘s physical change
when they have dinner together in Queens and he says, ―What have you been doing
to your wife, Amit old chap? Is he trying to starve you, or what? Look how nice and
fat Meena is, even after the baby!‖ (Wife, 166). Dimple is not very much aware of
her physical change after they moved to Manhattan. She starts to think that this
situation is unbalanced and ―she wondered what it was about the Mookerji‘s
apartment in Manhattan that made Amit fatter and her thinner instead of levelling out
their differences and making them look like happy brother and sister‖ (Wife, 167).
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Living in Manhattan, out of the Indian ghetto, does not stimulate her to
change her original attire. Although Manhattan introduces Dimple to the ‗real‘
American life and American friend, she keeps wearing saris as her daily attire.
Khandelwal points out, ―female Indian immigrants considered dress integral to their
identity and donning traditional dress was seen as preserving one‘s culture in the
United States‖ and Indian women are one of few immigrants that still wear their
traditional clothes in the U.S. (2002:43). Ina Mullick, Dimple‘s friend, brings over
her pants and asks Dimple to try them on. Dimple rejects Ina‘s ‗presents‘ by saying
―I feel more normal in a sari!‖ (Wife, 155). On one occasion, however, she seems to
be ambivalent, in a recollection of her reaction when offered a gin and lime. She is
conflicted between retaining the sari as part of her identity and the desire to imitate
the American style. Going out with Milt, Dimple seeks to assimilate herself to the
American life style and to blur her differences as an Indian woman. But, this process
of blending herself with the American life while retaining her past comes at a price;
her identity is fragmented and fractured. Going shopping with Milt, for example,
Dimple borrows Marsha‘s ―printed sweater and blue jeans that were too long for her‖
(Wife, 174) but while she feels ―dressing up in other people‘s clothes could be so
much fun‖ (ibid) she also feels that she is betraying her own identity as if she is ―an
enemy agent in disguise‖ (ibid). Even Ina, who tries so hard to assimilate admits to
Dimple, ―I think it‘s better to stay a Before, if you can‖. She adds ―our trouble here is
that we imitate badly, and we preserve things even worse‖ (ibid). Her statement
implies the double bind that Dimple finds herself in, intensified by her isolation.
Food and eating habits are other aspects of identity that Dimple does not
abandon although now she lives in Manhattan. In a study of an Indian immigrant
community in New York City, Khandelwal notes that, ―Indian immigrants brought
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their food-related traditions to New York. They were often heard defining their
culture in terms of their regional or religious foodways: ―In our culture, we eat [a
particular dish]‖ or ―[In our community, food is prepared [in a particular way]‖
(2002:37). It is through the food that Dimple recreates or replicates the sense of
―Calcutta‖ in the U.S., for instance, by emptying ―Horlick‘s bottles and fill[ing] them
with spices to take with her to the States‖ (Wife, 46). These small items support
Dimple‘s attempt to survive as an Indian in the U.S. where she anticipates finding
hard to buys Indian spices. Living in the U.S. does not necessarily change her eating
habit: indeed, cooking and eating Indian cuisine are the unifying aspects of her
identity. These small items ―[become] potent symbol[s] for signifying the ethnic
integrity of Asian Americans, [that] serving both as placeholder for marking cultural
distinctiveness and as palliative for dislocation‖ (Mannur, 2007:13).
Consuming Darjeeling tea also shows Dimple‘s attempts to attach herself to
her past. This has been part of her daily life in Manhattan. When Milt visits he asks
her to ―make [him her] famous Darjeeling tea‖ (Wife, 197) and Dimple also tells Ina
she believes that Darjeeling tea may ―improve [their] tempers‖ (Wife, 149).
Darjeeling tea represents things from home (Calcutta), although as Amit says,
nowadays they ―are exported‖ and ―[they] have to come to New York to have a good
Indian tea‖ (Wife, 53). In this case, Darjeeling tea has become a ‗transnational‘
commodity which fulfils the desire of Indian migrants like Dimple for a nostalgic
past.
Dimple, however, also opens herself to the Western cuisine. She eats it
mostly because she wants to please her American friend, Milt. This effort shows how
Dimple has actually adapted herself to the new environment and mingled with
American society. Her friendship with Milt induces her to cook other food which is
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not to Indian taste. Her initial intention of doing this is because she wants to respect
Milt.
When they got home, she helped Milt make hamburgers – the pinkish
meat got under her nails and for a while she feared Amit would be able to
smell it on her for days to come – and she ate almost a whole one with
mustard and relish, and waited until Milt had left before rushing to the
bathroom and throwing it up. With her forehead on the edge of the toilet
bowl between heaves, she thought it was small price to pay for all the
things she had done since moving into Manhattan (Wife, 176).
Although Dimple tries to force herself to cook and swallow ―the pinkish meat‖, she
cannot do it. Being a vegetarian has been an integral part of Hindu identity.
According to Khandelwal, ―a large part of India‘s people live their entire lives
without tasting animal products (including, for most, eggs)‖ (2002:38). Dimple
herself cannot be categorized as a ‗pure‘ vegan since as she admits she still eats ―fish
and chicken‖ (Wife, 176). The prohibition of eating meat is embedded within Dimple
and the action of ―throwing it up‖ is the manifestation of her unconscious rejection
toward it. Moreover, the feeling of fear toward Amit shows her obedience as an
Indian wife although she is, in fact, already polluted by American cuisine. The same
feeling also arises when she fears that Amit will catch her eating pizza with Ina and
Milt. To Dimple, her first experience of ―pizza-eating was always so perilous; she
usually came out of it scarred for days‖ (Wife, 140). She goes out twice to eat pizza
with Milt and Ina and never with Amit. Leaving the house and eating pizza without
her husband‘s permission makes Dimple feeling guilty. Her efforts to comfort herself
by thinking that ―eating a pizza, was after all, a very small crime and should not
require too great an explanation‖ (Wife, 195) shows that she does not really want to
break the rules. It is the necessity of respecting her friends that forces her. These
feelings of guilt and fear can be seen as expressions of her refusal to abandon her
past.
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In relation to the story life of Sita, Dimple‘s experiences are quite similar to
Sita‘s story. Both of them follow the husband into exile. Their faithfulness is tested
by the presence of other men, in the case of Sita it is Ravana and Dimple is seduced
by Milt Glasser. However, Dimple is not Sita at all. Sita fully devotes her life to her
husband that she did not mind jumping into the pyre to show her faithfulness.
Dimple, however, is evolving from a submissive wife to a rebellious one as she feels
that the situation is depressing. Her alienated situation drives her to adore Milt and to
consider him better than Amit. Milt is someone whom ―she could talk to. With the
others, people like Amit and Ina and even Meena Sen, she talked in silences‖ (Wife,
191). Her disappointment with Amit grows and stimulates her to stab him ―once,
twice, seven times, each time a little harder, until the milk in the bowl of cereal was a
pretty pink and the flakes were mushy and would have embarrassed any advertiser,
and then she saw the fall off‖ (Wife, 213).
Stabbing her husband is the result of Dimple‘s resentment toward the
restriction placed on her by Amit and what he represents, and of her feeling alienated
by her surroundings. She says that on Dr. Sarat Banerjee Road, ―she had experienced
[Amit] in terms of permissions and restraints‖ (Wife, 89). Dimple seems to be silent
as she ―knew [Amit] liked her to keep quiet and not make a fool of herself‖ (Wife,
89). Her silence, in fact, becomes her means of resisting Amit but it also isolates her.
Minh-ha points out that ―silence as a refusal to partake in the story does sometimes
provide us with a means to gain a hearing. It is voice, a mode of uttering, and a
response in its own right‖ (1989:83). In this way, Dimple‘s action of killing her
husband breaks down the assumption that she has failed to adapt herself to the host
land, as Amit‘s death removes ―the major obstacle in her progress toward selfhood
and immersion in the brave new world of America‖ (Alam, 1996:47). In an interview
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with Runar Vignisson, Mukherjee comments, ―[t]he tendency for the conventional
white feminist might be to see my character in the novel Wife, Dimple Dasgupta, as
passive and I am saying that is a failure to understand a new kind of feminism what
Dimple does‖ (1992-3:163-4). She asks ―white American women not to dictate to us,
minority women, how to be free‖ (1995:303). Mukherjee asserts that although
Amit‘s murder is a misguided act, ―it‘s meant to be a positive act. Self-assertive‖
(Mukherjee in Vignisson, 1990:20). Nevertheless, Dimple‘s action of killing her
husband arouses various comments towards Dimple‘s figure as an Indian wife. It is
deemed to be ―the darker side of psychological transformation and not its positive
benefits‖ (Tandon, 2004:43).
Dimple‘s action of killing her husband is in fact the second murder that she
commits. Before she migrates to the U.S., she has killed her baby deliberately,
although she says that ―It‘s not like murder‖ (Wife, 43) and convinces herself that,
―[she] could never commit murder‖ (ibid). She aborts her baby by skipping rope
Until her legs grew numb and her stomach burned; then she had poured
water from the heavy bucket over her head, shoulders, over the tight little
curve of her stomach. She had poured until the last of the blood washed off
her legs; then she had collapsed (ibid).
Mukherjee asserts that Dimple is quite distinct from other characters. Dimple, with
her education and Bengaliness, ―is not operating on a purely instinctual level‖
(1990:24). She is ―more of a thinker‖ (ibid). As a woman, Dimple is both
constructive and destructive in her wifely and motherly roles. Her constructive and
destructive character can be interrelated to the concept of the female in Hindu
ideology which ―presents an essential duality: on the one hand, she is fertile,
benevolent – the bestower; on the other, she is aggressive, malevolent – the
destroyer‖ (Wadley, 1977:113). She is at the same time Durga and Kali, who ―has a
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vast potential for aggression and destruction‖ but is also ―generally beneficent‖
(Wadley, 1977:124). Durga and Kali are taken as symbols of women‘s liberation
(Mazumdar, 1981:33-34; Sugirtharajah, 1998:69-70). Dimple‘s willingness to
support her husband as a wife drives her to sacrifice her role as mother. But she
realizes her submissions bring no rewards. She then turns to the new world of
America, but guilt and her innate conservative learnings bring her past into play
again and she changes from Sita to Kali exacting a vengeance that is past liberation.
This paradoxical moment is however typical of one whole book where past and
present form a dynamic hybrid. She also tries to be an obedient wife to her husband,
although in the end she cannot bear of thinking ―how hard it was for her to keep quiet
and smile though she was falling apart like a very old toy that had been played with,
sometimes quite roughly, by children who claimed to love her‖ (Wife, 212).
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CHAPTER FOUR

JYOTI VINDH IN JASMINE

In this chapter, I will examine Jasmine, Mukherjee‘s next work dealing with
the experience of an Indian woman who migrates to the U.S. Jasmine stems from
Mukherjee‘s short story, ―Jasmine‖, originally published in The Middleman and
Other Stories, a short story collection which was published a year earlier than the
novel, in 1988. In an interview with Ameena Meer, Mukherjee reveals, ―I fell in love
with the character when I was writing the story, ‗Jasmine‘, in The Middleman. She
stayed with me until I wrote her own novel‖ (1989:4). Jasmine is ―technically more
ambitious than all [Mukherjee‘s] previous works‖ (Alam, 1994:116). Its plot moves
back and forth as Mukherjee modifies it into a compelling structure that traces the
character‘s experiences of ―being reborn, of refashioning [herself]‖ (Sant-Wade and
Radell, 1992:11). Moreover, in the novel Mukherjee changes the viewpoint of the
story (limited third-person point of view) into first-person, allowing for a more
personal and revealing speaking voice. She also changes the setting from Trinidad
and Michigan (in the short story) to Punjab, Florida, New York and Iowa (the novel),
showing the complexity of the female protagonist‘s uprooting from her origin to
identify herself with the new centre of her life.
The works‘ female protagonists have similar names, backgrounds and ways
of adapting themselves to the host land. Through the successful mobilization of a
marginalized character, Jyoti Vindh, the novel embodies the spirit of inserting
oneself in the First World that is America and delineates the possibilities of ―the
permeability of the boundary between Self and Other, Inside and Outside‖ (D‘souza,
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2004:189). Although the process itself seems to be abrupt and unruly, Jyoti finds her
place in American society.
This novel reflects Mukherjee‘s enthusiasm for her new American
citizenship. Anne Brewster asserts that Jasmine, unlike her previous works,
enunciates Mukherjee‘s patriotic feelings toward America as her new country and
shows how she reconstructs her perspectives in relation to it (1993:1). The novel
becomes an important point in the novelist‘s writing process, one that ―moves
decisively away from the ‗darkness‘ phase of her writing‖ (Alam, 1994:78). For her,
those moments in Canada – where she wrote her earlier works, The Tiger’s
Daughter, Wife and Darkness – were ―particularly harsh [and dark]‖ (Mukherjee,
1996:31). Mukherjee has said that America, with its melting pot ideal, has a
―healthier attitude toward Indian immigrants than Canada‖ (Mukherjee in Carb,
1988-89:652). She was warmly accepted in this melting pot country. She was
determined to embrace wholeheartedly her new ‗identity‘ and rejected the
hyphenation associated with ‗American-Indian‘. There is a correlation between the
author‘s spirit and Jyoti‘s persistence in identifying herself with the host land.
Jyoti‘s change of names (from Jasmine to, Jazzy to, Jase and Jane
Ripplemeyer) is a significant mark of her self-transformation. The names indicate
Jyoti‘s increasing integration in the host land and her moves to several places. Name
changes and frequent moves are, in fact, one of the characteristics of exile literature.
As Dascalu has stated: ―the subjectivity of the exile is one of motion, of becoming …
That is why so many of the novels [of exile] take the form of a journey or
pilgrimage‖ (2007:13). Jyoti‘s name changes show her ability to insert herself into
different spaces and situations. They also illustrate how diasporic situations influence
one‘s identity. Through her five names, Jyoti‘s identities in diaspora cannot be
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understood as ―fixed, rigid, or homogenous, but are instead fluid, always changing,
and heterogeneous‖ (Hua, 2004:193), in ways typical of diaspora. Mukherjee admits:
―like in my novel Jasmine, we [Indian migrants] are re-inventing ourselves a million
times‖ (Connell, 1990:18). She likens Jyoti‘s name changes to reincarnation, as ―to
name yourself is to say, ‗I‘m going to be this person for the time being‖ (Mukherjee
in Rodriguez, 1995:306).
The novel opens with an account of Jyoti‘s childhood in Hasnapur, a village
in the Punjab. When she was seven, an astrologer predicted her future of becoming a
widow and an exile. Although Jyoti refuses to believe the forecast, it does in fact,
describe her fate. Jyoti‘s marriage to a young, smart, Indian man, Prakash, will
change her life. Prakash, who has progressive ideas, changes her name into Jasmine
and teaches her values that in some ways are opposed to traditional Indian values.
Unfortunately, Prakash is killed by a Sikh terrorist and leaves Jasmine a widow.
Frustrated, Jasmine determines to go in his stead to Florida, and burn herself and her
husband‘s clothes there as an act of sati. Thus her childhood forecast comes true as
she journeys overseas both as widow and exile. Interestingly, these identities have
something in common; they both entail the sense of ―loss and separation‖ (Chauduri,
1995:144).30 In the case of Jyoti, however, these situations are temporary as she is
ultimately able to thrive in America. Dascalu points out that Mukherjee has
successfully turned the negatives of exile into Jyoti‘s ability to ―intervene, create
agency, and take positive action‖ (2007:7).
As a migrant, Jyoti is surprisingly assertive and soon succeeds in finding a
place in American society. After some initial difficulties, her movement seems to be
unproblematic and straightforward. Mukherjee, however, is criticized for the way she
30

Una Chaudhuri points out the ambivalent meanings of exile. It can be meant (1) the negatives of
loss and separation; and (2) it is distinguished by distance, detachment, perspective (1995:144).
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depicts this experience. Gurleen Grewal in ―Born Again American‖ (1996) points
out, ―the novel erases the history and ethnic identity of the immigrant woman. [The
novel] also ignores the realities of race and class distinctions in American society‖
(192). Mukherjee is accused of giving an implausible depiction of the social and
political situation for a poor immigrant in the U.S. She seems to play down the fact
that Jyoti was born ―in a makeshift birthing hut in Hasnapur, Jullundhar District,
Punjab, India‖ (Jasmine, 34) and her ―whole world was the village‖ (38). Her illegal
entry into the U.S., despite making her vulnerable, seems to facilitate her immersion
into the host land.
Against this charge, Mukherjee argues that with persistence Jasmine is able to
take advantage of the hope offered by America. She argues that although Jasmine is
―an uneducated village girl‖, she is ―bright and has a career going. She can move on
and make a life for herself. So she‘s an activist – or a woman of action – who ends
up being far more feminist than the women on Claremont Avenue who talk about
feminism‖ (Mukherjee in Connell, 1990:25-26). In an interview with Tina Chen and
S.X Goudie, she similarly asserts, ―it‘s patronizing, elitist, and classist of such critics
to presume that the poor and the deprivileged do not have sophisticated thoughts and
poetic articulation‖ (6). However, Susan Koshy in ―The Geography of Female
Subjectivity: Ethnicity, Gender, and Diaspora‖ (1994) objects:
in representing assimilation entirely as a matter of desire – which Mukherjee
does in Jasmine – and as something that happens if one wants it to, in a
process that requires only being ‗smart, desirous and ambitious enough,‘
Mukherjee‘s novel avoids confronting the predicament of ethnicity in the
United States (76).
Mukherjee seems to conflate Jyoti with her own ―cosmopolitan‖ position. She
inserts her voice into Jyoti‘s, forgetting that her own bicultural background cannot be
equated to Jyoti‘s peasant origin. As Roy suggests, ―Although Mukherjee‘s
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protagonist, Jasmine is made to embody the urban spirit and feistiness of the new
immigrant, the author refuses to acknowledge the fact that her heroine does not share
the same social and economic sphere as herself‖ (1996:132).31
As a migrant woman, Jyoti seems to glide in and out of different levels of
society in US. Although she is labelled a widow and an exile, peripheral to both
Indian and American society, she overcomes the limitations of exile. Mukherjee
indulges in a little ethnic essentialism to explain this: ―Punjabis are less into
reflection. They‘re more action-oriented. Jasmine is a doer‖ (1990:24).32 Like
Mukherjee, Jasmine celebrates her new ‗citizenship‘. In Mukherjee‘s view, migration
offers a much better situation, ―an uplifting narrative‖ (220) and not a story only of
exile. Significantly, although Jasmine‘s efforts seem to confirm Mukherjee‘s ideas of
detaching from one‘s past, at certain moments she retains her Indianness and is
visited by her previous life.
Even though Jasmine‘s successful insertion into American society ―simply
dissolves the claims of the past‖ (Grewal, 1993:183), she nevertheless acknowledges
her Indian roots on several occasions. As Parekh remarks, ―the memory of Jasmine‘s
personal history and environment shapes and directs the reception of her present
memories and context‖ (1993:117). This chapter, therefore, will argue that the past
has an important role in defining Jasmine‘s migrant life in the U.S. The chapter will
explore Jasmine‘s movements to Florida, New York, and Iowa. The influence of
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Grewal also strikingly points out that Mukherjee,‘s Jasmine is a romance novel. She further
stresses, ―For women of the class and education of Mukherjee, assimilation into the American
mainstream is possible. However, to assume that unskilled, illegal women immigrants like Jasmine –
have the same opportunities as upper-class, educated immigrant women is to make mockery to their
lives‖ (1996:192).
32
Susan Koshy points out Jasmine‘s deliberate intention of utilizing her ―self-exoticization that grants
[her] mobility and opportunity‖ (1994:77). She further asserts, ―[Jasmine‘s] exotic beauty becomes the
passport to assimilation‖ (ibid).
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tradition will be discussed first to provide a context in which to trace Jyoti‘s
interaction with the past.

Jyoti Vindh, the Punjabi Wife and Widow
Born as an Indian daughter in a mud hut in Jullundhar District, Hasnapur,
Punjab, Jyoti Vindh inevitably has to lead a discriminated life that emanates from the
Indian patriarchal tradition. Ketu Katrak, who is particularly concerned with how
tradition devastatingly affects Indian women‘s lives, asserts: ―Postcolonial women
have to deal with multilayered traditions rooted in indigenous customs with overlays
of colonial influence‖ (2006:156). Living in a village like Jullundhar, in which
tradition is still strictly preserved; Jyoti is shaped by traditional notions of the
inauspicious daughter, the dowry-less bride, and widowhood.
Becoming a daughter entails a certain burden for Jyoti since Indian society
privileges the male child over the female. Mukherjee reveals this sex discrimination
in her novel by depicting daughters as ―curses‖ to the family (Jasmine, 34) who bring
calamity through the demand for dowry when they get married. In contrast, parents
believe that male children will bring prosperity and will take care of them as they are
getting old. Sharada Sugirtharajah points out:
Sons came to be valued more highly and rituals were performed to
prevent the birth of a daughter. The birth of a son came to be seen as a
blessing as it was thought that he alone could ensure the future wellbeing of the family (1998:58).
Patriarchal values also influence Jyoti‘s access to schooling. Her brothers,
Arvind-prar and Hari-prar have opportunities to continue their studies towards a
diploma program in technical school. This situation is strikingly different for Jyoti
who can only enjoy six years of schooling. Her father (or Pitaji) tries to impose the
traditional idea of an Indian woman being restricted to the role of ―bearing bright
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sons, [since] that is nature‘s design‖ (Jasmine, 45). The novel shows that in Indian
tradition, bearing a child ―is seen as enhancing the value of a woman even more‖
(Jasmine, 67). As Katrak also asserts, ―in many traditional societies, a woman‘s sole
purpose is to bear children; motherhood is her sole and only identity‖ (2006:209).
Pitaji seems to be upset when Jyoti says that she would like to continue her education
and be a doctor and ―set up [her] own clinic in a big town‖ (Jasmine, 67). Jyoti‘s
mother, on the other hand, frees Jyoti to choose what she desires and encourages her
to pursue an education ―bulli[ying] Pitaji into letting [Jyoti] stay in school six years,
which was three years longer than [her other] sisters‖ (Jasmine, 39).
The figure of Mataji in the novel is an echo of Mukherjee‘s own mother, a
woman with modern ideas on how a daughter should deal with her future.
Interviewed by Ameena Meer, Mukherjee reveals that it was her mother who
struggled to send her to English-medium school in Switzerland although she had to
take ―a lot of flak from the rest of the family, especially her mother‖ (1989:4).
Mukherjee‘s mother once had to sacrifice her own desire to go to college since her
mother-in-law would not allow her. Mukherjee recalls that her mother then
determined, ―I don‘t want you girls to lead the kind of life of a dependent woman
that I‘ve had to‖ (ibid).
In the novel, surrounded by her patriarchal Pitaji and Dida, her grandmother,
who also opposes Jyoti‘s staying on in school, Jyoti is discouraged from learning.
Yet, she is a persistent and quick learner. Although she is institutionally uneducated,
she works to improve herself while at the same time also doing her chores:
I boiled the milk, cleaned the chicken coop, supervised the Mazbi
maidservant, shopped, cooked, bathed, and fed Mataji, did the chores
I had to do. And in the siesta hour I sat with old copies of newspapers
and practiced English phrases (Jasmine, 62).
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She is quite good in English and becomes the favorite of Masterji and her
brothers. As the fifth daughter, she was born to be ―a whiz in Punjabi and Urdu, and
the first likely female candidate for English instruction [that] [Masterji]‘d ever had‖
(Jasmine, 35). Masterji and her brothers, Arvind and Hari, ―were proud of [her]
because Masterji said [she] wrote the best English compositions, and they had [her]
translate instruction manuals and write school or job applications‖ (Jasmine, 40).
English, as a modern transnational language, provides her with a dual
perspective and gives her power to struggle against traditional practices such as
arranged marriage and other conventions. Indeed, Katrak points out: ―when English
education equips women to challenge patriarchal boundaries especially those around
their female bodies and acceptable sexual behavior, they struggle against a sexual
status quo‖ (2006:98). Nevertheless, unlike other Indian women in the village, Jyoti
has a chance to choose what she herself wants out of the tradition. She does not
endure an ‗arranged marriage‘ or ‗joint family‘ living. Although she is almost set up
to get married to a Ludhiana widower by her Dida, a union approved by her father,
this crisis is solved by Masterji who persuades her intended husband not to marry
Jyoti at such young age, and then urges her to continue her studies. Getting married
to a widower, she would become the caregiver of the family, since the widower has
―three children and needed a new wife to look after them‖ (Jasmine, 41). Refusing
the widower as the bridegroom gives Jasmine a sense of empowerment and she
reflects: ―who did I think I was to turn down a once-in-a-lifetime bridegroom?‖
(Jasmine, 42).
Unfortunately, although she masters English well, she still cannot escape
from some restrictions of traditions. Born as ―the fifth daughter, the seventh of nine
children‖ (Jasmine, 34), she is soon fated to be a dowryless bride as ―by the time
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[her] turn to marry came around, there would be no dowry money left to gift the
groom [she] deserved‖ (Jasmine, 35). She has to bear the label of ‗dowryless
daughter‘ in the village. A dowryless daughter in Indian society is a disgrace. Indeed,
although offering a dowry provides honour to the bride and her family, it ―[is]
regarded as a burden for the bride‘s parents‖ (Sharma, 1984:62) and downgrades
women only as ―the vehicles by which it is transmitted rather than its owners‖ (70).
It is one of the reasons why the birth of a daughter is unwelcomed, since to have a
daughter (or more than one daughter) is expensive. In consequence, as Sharma points
out, dowry creates ―a great strain on [the] household and this encourages daughters
to see themselves as burdens rather than blessings‖ (71). Additionally, it determines
how an Indian woman will be treated by the husband‘s family. As Sugirtharajah
asserts:
The oppressive social custom of dowry continues to affect all classes of
women, including educated women with professional careers. The status
of a girl in her husband‘s family in some cases depends on the amount of
dowry she brings with her. It is a status symbol among some urban
middle-class families (1998:71).
As a dowry is considered pivotal in the marriage process, it is shameful for
bride and groom to get married without it. Thus Vimla, Jyoti‘s friend who ―lived in a
two-story brick house with real windows‖ (Jasmine, 12) in Hasnapur ―accuse[s]
[them] of living in sin‖ (Jasmine, 68). Although Jyoti has explained to her that they
have a marriage certificate, Vimla keeps saying, ―it isn‘t for me to saying anything
like this, I know, and of course the papers nowadays are full of caste-no-bardivorcees-welcome matrimonial ads, but it seems to me that once you let one
tradition go, all the other traditions crumble‖ (ibid).
Jyoti and Vimla who come from different family backgrounds and are raised
in the same village, have strikingly different perspectives on Hindu tradition. Vimla,
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whose father gives ―a zippy red Maruti and a refrigerator‖ as dowry (Jasmine, 12),
believes that as an obedient daughter she must respect tradition. Later she decides to
sacrifice herself by being sati to show her faithfulness to her husband who died
young, of typhoid. On the other hand, Jyoti detaches herself from some traditions.
This is initially seen when as a child, she ignores the old man‘s forecast. She says to
the astrologer, ―I don‘t believe you‖ (Jasmine, 1). The same thing also occurs in her
dowryless marriage to Prakash, she simply shows her certificate and believes that it
solves everything.
At sixteen Jyoti is quite mature and ‗future-minded‘ in her choice of a
bridegroom. To her, a bridegroom who is able to speak English is enchanting. She
says to herself: ―I couldn‘t marry a man who didn‘t speak English, or at least who
didn‘t want to speak English. To want English was to want more than you had been
given at birth. It was to want the world‖ (Jasmine, 61). The idea that ―India is for
everyone‖ (Jasmine, 58) yelled by ―the new man, whom [her] brothers called
Prakash‖ (ibid) wakes Jyoti up. She soon decides to link herself to this new man who
unexpectedly enters her mud hut: ―I fell in love with that voice. It was low, gravelly,
unfooled. I was prepared to marry the man who belonged to that voice‖ (Jasmine,
59). Raising herself against the patriarchal tradition of Hasnapur, Jyoti realizes that
she does not need someone to arrange her marriage since ―love rushes through thick
mud walls. Love before first sight: that‘s [her] Hasnapuri way‖ (Jasmine, 60). She is
optimistic that although ―[she] was a sister without dowry … [she] didn‘t have to be
a sister without prospects‖ (Jasmine, 62). Her optimism, in fact, defeats any feelings
of inferiority. She believes: ―I was a pretty lady with delicate taste, not a dowryless
fourteen-year-old‖ (Jasmine, 65).
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Acquiring English, Jyoti has trained herself to be a global citizen, to belong to
the world, even although she lives a backward life in her mud hut in Hasnapur. Bill
Ashcroft in Postcolonial Transformation (2001) asserts: ―Mastering the master‘s
language has been a key strategy of self-empowerment in all post-colonial societies‖
(58). English prepares for travel, psychologically and educationally. Her English
knowledge enables Jyoti to adapt to the values of the host land. Compared to Dimple,
who faces language barriers particularly in her early life in America, Jyoti does not
seem to have many problems in adapting herself to the language of her new country.
However, it is important to know that marriage to Prakash saves Jyoti from
the need to obey certain traditions. She does not even have to experience ‗joint
family‘, as Prakash wants to live separately from his family. This situation is
criticized by Prakash‘s uncle: ―in the old days we had big houses and big families.
Now nobody cares for old people‖ (Jasmine, 69). Moreover, unlike other Indian
husbands, Prakash does not demand her to be as obedient as Sita, the role model of
Indian wives. Instead, he asks Jyoti to call him by his first name. Ironically, although
in part a rebel at heart, Jyoti at first feels awkward about this request and ―has to
practice and practice (in the bathroom, in the tarped-over corner of the verandah
which was [their] kitchen) so [she] could say the name without gagging and blushing
in front of his friends‖ (Jasmine, 70).
Prakash plays a key role in the development of Jyoti, aiming to accustom her
to living a modern life and to break with Hasnapur‘s strict order: ―there is no room in
modern India for [Hasnapur‘s] feudalism‖ (ibid). In this phase, Jasmine, as Pushpa
N. Parekh suggests, ―is told to adopt the more modern values of a city woman‖
(1996:111). Indeed, changing Jyoti‘s name to Jasmine is Prakash‘s initial and abrupt
way of ―[breaking] down the Jyoti [she‘d] been in Hasnapur‖ (Jasmine, 70). Prakash,
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in this case, carries Mukherjee‘s mission of erasing Jyoti‘s past by giving her a
feminine ‗town‘ name. He designs a different packaging for Jyoti, although her ‗old‘
essence still exists.
Adapting herself to Prakash‘s modern thinking, Jasmine feels ―suspended
between worlds‖ (Jasmine, 69), living a state of double consciousness. She is torn
between the feudal Hasnapur and Prakash‘s modern thoughts. These dual worlds
represent the contradictory notions of Jasmine‘s old and new selves, her feudal and
modern thoughts as well as her past and present. These dual worlds are intertwined
and create such a chaotic conversation within Jasmine. Significantly they mark
Jyoti‘s process towards becoming Jasmine. Although she seems to leave the Jyoti
and the feudal Hasnapur which are part of her past and integrates herself to Prakash‘s
modern mind when she becomes Jasmine, the residue of Jyoti, the village girl is still
embedded within her. Jasmine‘s desire to have a baby reveals how the feudal
Hasnapur still influences her. Jasmine thinks that her ―past fifteen‖ age (Jasmine, 70)
and the fuss made by ―the girls in the village, and [also her] mother‖ (ibid) urge her
to have a baby. Again, it is Prakash who challenges tradition, rejecting this idea and
justifying it by saying that ―he was too poor to start a family and [she] was too
young‖ (ibid).
For her part, Jasmine argues that her instinct of wanting a baby is more
powerful than anything else, including Prakash‘s education. She protests: ―You think
that hi-tech solves every problem. What does hi-tech say about a woman‘s need to be
a mother?‖ (ibid). Jasmine, in fact, bases ―a woman‘s need to be a mother‖ on her
feudal Hasnapur‘s thought and neglects more realistic things to consider such as her
young age and their financial condition to have a baby. Her instinct to want a baby is
definitely confronted by Prakash‘s more modern and realistic thoughts. Prakash
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gently explains that Jasmine has possibly confused the notions of ―social and
religious duty with instinct‖ (Jasmine, 71). He educates and ―[retrains] Jasmine: the
overthrow of feudal mentality [which] involves a redefinition of gender roles within
marriage‖ (Parekh, 1996:111). Even though Prakash seems to impose his modern
thoughts on Jasmine and gives her a new name, an act described by Crane as
Prakash‘s ―subliminal male desire to control female identity‖ (1993:3), he inevitably
plays a very significant role in Jasmine‘s self-development. As noted above, Jasmine
has an innate power to challenge the oppressive traditions, but this innate power is
strengthened by the injection of Prakash‘s modern minds. Prakash awakens
Jasmine‘s consciousness to her potential as a woman, able to escape the more
restrictive traditions of their community. She is taught to reflect on her surroundings
rather than simply accepting everything as if part of her fate.
However, their relationship soon meets its end: the Sikh terrorist has
ultimately fated Jasmine to be a widow. Once again, she has to bear the label of
being a disgrace to the family, for her status as a widow is considered to be shameful
in Indian society. It leaves her with the option either to ―endure [the choices available
to her] as a social outcaste, and face a kind of living death, or to mount the terrifying
funeral pyre‖ (Katrak, 2006:163).33 J.S. Grewal, in The Sikhs of the Punjab, asserts
that Hindu women of the Punjab, particularly those who are childless widows, are
―expected to burn [themselves] on the funeral pyre of [their] deceased husband[s] to
become a sati, and satis [are] held in great esteem after self-immolation. [The
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Stein states, ―the word sati is derived from Sanskrit [which means] ‗root‘, and denotes the woman
who is immolated [as] a female devotee, devoted, according to Hindu orthodoxy, to her husband, who
stood to her as a god‖ (1988:467). Like dowry, sati has changed through time. It was once only done
by women from higher rank and caste. This tradition, however, ―has spread down and across the
social system‖ (475).
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woman] who did not immolate [herself] was ‗ill-treated‘ for the rest of her life‖
(1990:22).
Indeed, living as widows is harder than becoming a sati, since widows are
considered ―liminal, sinister, [and] inauspicious to all except their own children‖
(Stein, 1988:469). Sati, on the other hand, is regarded to be a heroic choice. Satiwidows gain respect from society as they are seen as bravely sacrificing their life to
reunite with their husbands.34 Jyoti, though future-oriented, is still constrained by
past-directed rules and belief.
Hindu traditions deem women to be submissive and devoted individuals. For
Katrak, tradition becomes more important than the essence of women itself (Katrak,
2006:156). Village women, however, are even more burdened by ―patriarchal
claims‖ (159) that necessitate them to take up a role as ―guarding the tradition‖
(159).35 Indeed, in Jasmine, Mukherjee shows that ―big-city men prefer village girls
because [they] are brought up to be caring and have no minds of [their] own‖
(Jasmine, 39). Village girls are ―like cattle; whichever way you lead them, that is the
way they will go‖ (ibid). Indian women particularly those who are labelled
―dowryless wives, rebellious wives‖ and ―barren wives‖ (Jasmine, 36), are dogged
by their unfortunate fate: these women ―fell into wells, they got run over by trains,
they burned to death heating milk on kerosene stoves‖ (ibid).
Unable or unwilling to face society‘s condemnation, Jasmine chooses to be a
sati. She decides to burn herself with her husband‘s clothes in Florida without the
permission of her mother. She herself admits that her migration to the U.S. is ―a
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It is quite difficult for a widow, particularly a childless one, to continue her life after the death of the
husband since she is considered to be a great burden to her family. Therefore, the practice of sati is
stressed partly because the family does not want to accept her (Stein, 1988:469).
35
Indian women are also responsible to maintain their cultural tradition within the household overseas
(Ganguly, 1992:43).
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matter of duty and honor‖ (ibid). She is, nevertheless, determined that since ―Prakash
[her husband], had taken Jyoti and created Jasmine‖ (ibid): she would like to
―complete the mission of Prakash. Vijh and Wife‖ (ibid). This mission of husbandand-wife reunification can only be accomplished through the ritual of sati or burning
herself. As Sugirtharajah asserts:
Total fidelity to their husbands was expected of women and this could
be established by becoming a sati or a widow. Women‘s salvation
came to be seen in terms of being reunited with their husbands and
hence was rebirth-oriented (1998:75).
Nevertheless, there is a paradox in Jasmine‘s migration. On the one hand,
she seems to desire to run away from feudalism, as she screams ―Feudalism! I am a
widow in the war of feudalism‖ (Jasmine, 88). At the same time, she resolves to
commit sati, thereby confirming Jullundhar‘s feudalism. If Jasmine‘s venture to the
US is to resist or escape tradition, her resolve to carry out sati, is also at least a
mortification of tradition since her intended private act and her migration are in fact
her way to actualize herself outside of her old patriarchal community. As Katrak
states, ―resistances are expressed physically and psychologically, at times by women
writers and their protagonists quite literally transporting their bodies outside their
own communities, taking refugee in migration, temporary or permanent‖ (2006:99).
Thus while Jasmine appears determined to fight feudalism, she carries over with her
some of its cultural aspects to US. Sati, which means ‗root‘, implies Jasmine‘s effort
of returning to her root, to her origin, India (see Stein, 1988:467). In this case, the
past undeniably influences her present. This however has placed Jasmine in an
ambiguous position, one both of resisting and preserving tradition. This ambivalence
reveals Jasmine‘s double consciousness, her being a ‗hybrid‘. Half of Jasmine is the
feudal Hasnapur and the other half is her desire for liberation. Susan Koshy
highlights this issue when she asserts: ―Mukherjee [is] trapped within the
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formulations of her own discourse – there is no escape for Hasnapuri women, but
Jyoti is a woman who escapes‖ (1994:78).36 Through Jasmine, Mukherjee
demonstrates how Indian women may possibly change their fate. This escape,
nevertheless, uses sati as a means, ―a bizarre ritual that subsumes Jyoti‘s agency
within ritual imperative (sati)‖ (ibid). That way, even though Jasmine seems to be
―plainly disinterested in the preservation of cultures, the hallowing of tradition,
obligations to the past‖ (Hoppe, 1999:1), she, in fact, does not separate her present
migrant time from her past, her Indianness. She has carried over the past in the form
of tradition (sati) as her mission of migrating to the US. This demonstrates how
tradition shapes the new Jyoti who initially claims to ―create new life‖ (Jasmine, 88).

The Bindings of the Past and Present in Jyoti Vindh
The figure of Jasmine thus provides a particularly interesting and complex
depiction of Indian migrant women. She also differs from Mukherjee‘s other female
characters such as Dimple Dasgupta in Wife. In terms of migrating to the U.S., they
have different aims and situations; even the luggage they carry with them is different.
Compared to Dimple, who moves only to two different places, Jasmine has far richer
and more complex experiences of shuttling between various places such as Florida,
Flushing, Manhattan and Iowa.
Ironically, despite these constant moves, Jasmine‘s experience of integration
is relatively smooth. She can easily move from one level of society to another. She is
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In Mukherjee‘s Days and Nights in Calcutta (1977), she explores the life of several Indian women
and shows how they intermingle with Hindu tradition that rules their roles as wives and mothers.
Pramila Venkateswaran asserts that in this book Mukherjee has compellingly argued that Indian
women can possibly negotiate their destiny (1996:24). Venkateswaran further states: ―what Mukherjee
does recognize is the importance of looking at the ―now‖ [the present], the ―middle‖ of women‘s
particular realities, the possibilities for women‘s liberation which the Hindu imagination does allow
despite the overwhelmingly oppressive tradition‖ (ibid).
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the most flexible character of Mukherjee‘s characters. Like Dimple, Jasmine also
gradually moves herself from the margins of society to a settled and established
space. Significantly, this movement can be analogized as a process of gaining
enlightenment. From her initial mud hut in Jullundhar, she moves to Florida where
she is treated horribly. As a migrant, she also tastes the atmosphere of living in an
Indian ghetto in Flushing with Prof Vandheras. Her release from this ghetto sees her
became an au pair in Manhattan.
However, Mukherjee admits the force of the past in the present when she
disrupts Jasmine‘s almost-perfect life in Manhattan by introducing the Sikh terrorist,
who has also migrated from India to the USA. Trying to escape, Jasmine this time
flees to more remote Iowa. Although she tries to fight free of the past, she is unaware
that during her moves, the past or Indianness keeps influencing her present migrant
time.

Florida
Florida seems to be an unusual destination for an Indian migrant like Jasmine.
Because of her husband‘s studies, she does not consider going to Flushing or Queens,
two places where Indian migrants commonly live when they first arrive in the US.
Unlike Dimple who migrates to the U.S. to accompany her husband, Jasmine is
differently orientated toward her migration to the U.S. Although it is unusual for an
Indian woman to migrate alone, it is, however, possible for ―some women [to]
emigrate for their own independent reasons‖ (Rayaprol, 1997:10). Jasmine takes on
―the mission to bring [her] husband‘s suit to America‖ (Jasmine, 102), to ―Tam-pah‖
where she is going to burn her husband‘s suitcase and herself as a sati.
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Jasmine journeys through three continents with her ―illegal documents‖
(Jasmine, 89). Her illegal documents reveal her ‗real‘ name, Jyoti Vindh with her
date of birth which ―made [her] safely nineteen years old‖ (ibid).

The illegal

passport that her brother, Hari brings to her, in which she can find her visa stamps,
has made her feel ―renewed, the recipient of an organ transplant‖ (Jasmine, 92).
Even though she heads toward death, this rejuvenation through migration infuses
liberating feelings.
This journey and ―the vision of lying serenely on a bed of fire under palm
trees in [her] white sari had motivated all the weeks of sleepless, half-starved
passage, surrender to various men for the reward of an orange, a blanket, a slice of
cheese‖ (Jasmine, 107-8). Crossing the ‗black waters‘ and being forced to submit to
the sexual advances of other men separates her from tradition and performing sati in
her role as a faithful wife in Florida now seems to be problematic since the migrant
space does not provide the setting or background atmosphere for performing this
past. As Brinda Bose points out: ―continuing to be Indian would necessitate a return
to being the kind of daughter, sister, wife, and widow that tradition demanded of
them – decorous, submissive, and loyal – but it seemed highly incongruous in the
contexts of their present lives‖ (1993:57).
Compared to Dimple, who is well prepared with her luggage and goes
through a normal process of entering the host land, Jasmine is an illegal migrant, ―the
outcast, deportee, [and] strange pilgrim‖ (Jasmine, 90) and cannot follow Half-face‘s
advice: ―travel light, sweetheart, always travel light‖ (Jasmine, 101). Jasmine
experiences a different route. Mukherjee pictures the journey itself as having a bleak
and gloomy atmosphere which seems to reflect Jasmine‘s own status as an illegal
migrant. Mukherjee even uses words like ―we‖ and ―the tourist‖ to differentiate an
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illegal migrant and a tourist and also shows how they are treated differently. The
journey of an illegal migrant itself is risky, dangerous and vulnerable:
visiting outlandish shrines, landing at the end of tarmacs, ferried in
old army trucks where we are roughly handled and taken to roped-off
corners of waiting rooms where surly, barely wakened customs guards
await their bribes (Jasmine, 91).
To a certain extent, Jasmine‘s journey can be analogized to the experience of
Indian indentured labour migrants which Spivak terms the ―old diaspora‖
(1996:245). These old diasporas ―were the results of the religious oppression and
war, of slavery and indenturing, trade and conquest, and intra-European economic
migration which, since the nineteenth century, took the form of migration and
immigration into the United States‖ (ibid). In Jasmine‘s case, her migration is
obviously triggered by a desire to escape religious oppression. Her move to the US is
not driven by any particular aim such as financial security or education. She is
oppressed by the necessity of preserving sati (which she also rejects as it is part of
feudalism). Jasmine‘s migration carries ambivalent meanings. It, although partly
voluntary, is driven by external forces (like that of the labourers driven away by
poverty). The voluntariness of Jasmine‘s migration is ―at best, relative‖ (Cho, 25).
During the initial phase of her journey, Jasmine ―keeps [her] sandalwood
Ganpati hidden in [her] purse, a god with an elephant trunk to uproot anything in my
path‖ (Jasmine, 91-2). Along with this sandalwood Ganpati, Jasmine also brings her
suitcase that contains the pictures of Prakash and Pitaji, her white widow‘s sari, her
blue-jean jacket and Prakash‘s blue suit. Her belongings are practical and concise,
related only to the completion of her mission. Yet her white widow‘s sari and her
blue-jean jacket suggest contradictory meanings. Jasmine‘s white widow‘s sari
signifies her obedience and passivity toward the patriarchal institution that urge her
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to be a sati. On the other hand, the blue-jean jacket reveals the other side of Jasmine,
the hidden one that eagerly rebels against the restriction of tradition. It delineates
Jasmine‘s phase of stepping into the Western and modern world. The clothes
particularly represent old/ new, feudalistic/ modern, and the Eastern/ Western worlds.
These aspects show the multiplicities of being a diasporic person, accommodating
the dual worlds of the motherland and host land. What she brings with her are, in
fact, the artefacts of the past that she readily carries over to the new land to support
her spiritually while being away from the physical home. These things strengthen her
position as the ‗new alien‘ of the host land. She moves instinctively and believes that
―what was fated to happen would happen‖ (Jasmine, 99).
The past keeps returning to disrupt the present state, the migrant space. Half
Face, Jasmine‘s rapist, represents the present state, the migrant space, the new land.
The idea of burning the suit, coming all the way from India, is nonsense to Half Face.
He explains: ―getting your ass kicked halfway around the world just to burn a suit. I
never heard such a fool notion‖ (Jasmine, 102). When Half Face tries to rape her,
Jasmine says, ―He died in my arms. He‘s here, you know‖ (Jasmine, 103). Her
summoning up of the past is Jasmine‘s way of saving herself from Half Face, trying
to divert his attention, although it is futile as he comes from the present, in which
every aspect is differently comprehended. He just mumbles: ―okay, I‘ll buy that.
You‘re a grieving widow. But you‘re also one prime little piece, and where I come
from, that cancels out‖ (Jasmine, 103).
The first night Jasmine arrives in Florida, Half Face takes her to a gloomy
motel ―with plywood over its windows, its pool bottomed with garbage sacks, and
grass growing in its parking lot‖ (Jasmine, 97). This gloomy motel implies a
particular meaning to Jasmine‘s journey. For a traveller like her, a motel provides a
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temporary shelter, ―a place of transit, not of residence‖ (Clifford, 1997:17). The
motel itself is a significant metaphor of her being a fragmented subject. As a place of
transit, this motel represents in-stability, mobility, and un-fixity. This place is not a
fixed destination. As Clifford suggests: ―[a hotel is] a place you pass through, where
the encounters are fleeting, arbitrary‖ (1997:17). The motel is more than a physical
object since it ambivalently connects her to the past and the future. It allows her to
recollect the past, the traces of her journey that further strengthens her vision of
migration into the future. The motel as a space of transit, in fact, also prefigures her
movements later to several places, indicates her situation that is ―always in transit‖
(Chambers, 1994:5), never stable and fixed. This also suggests her process of
becoming, of figuring out her place in America.
Jasmine‘s position is critical. She may have cast off her village ties but as an
illegal migrant her past continues to define her. To Half Face, Jasmine is merely ―a
coarse, common girl, a peasant‖ (Jasmine, 94)‖ from an Asia which he sees as ―the
armpit of the universe‖ (Jasmine, 100). Half Face‘s perspective on Asia situates
Jasmine along with the negative connotation of the Third World. As Trinh states in a
discussion about Third World women: ―[Third World is] viewed in a vertical ranking
system – ‗underdeveloped‘ compared to over-industrialized, ‗underprivileged‘ within
the already second sex‖ (1998:97).
Heading into the future to harrow the past, Jasmine takes a shower in the
motel‘s bathroom, a site which she thinks is ―like a miracle, that even here in a place
like a madhouse or a prison, where the most hideous crimes took place, the water
should be hot, the tiles and porcelain should be clean, without smells, without bugs‖
(Jasmine, 104). She intends to hold a ceremony of ―[purifying her] soul with all the
prayers [she] could remember from [her] father‘s and [her] husband‘s cremations‖
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(Jasmine, 104) in this bathroom, ―a fitting place to die‖ (ibid). This ceremony is
meant to be her reunification with her dead husband and father, ―[leaving her] earthly
body and would soon be joining [her husband and father]‘s souls‖ (ibid). This effort,
nevertheless, is soon interrupted by ―the murkiness of the mirror and a sudden sense
of mission‖ (ibid) that reminds her to continue her initial aim of migrating to the US.
To end her sorrow at being Half Face‘s victim, Jasmine once again imports a
Hindu weapon to remove this ―demolitions expert who had lost an eye and ear and
most of his cheek in a paddy field in Vietnam‖ (Jasmine, 93). The goddess Kali
possesses Jasmine and injects her spirit through the sacrificial action of ―[extending
her] tongue, and [slicing] it. [Her] hot blood dripped immediately in the sink‖
(Jasmine, 105).37 Fate has suspended Jasmine‘s death even as she prays ―for the
dead, clutching [her] Ganpati. [She] thought the pitcher is broken. Lord Yama, who
had wanted [her], who had courted [her], and whom [she‘d] flirted with on the long
trip over, had now deserted [her]‖ (Jasmine, 107). Mukherjee has inserted the story
of Savitri and Yama in this part of her novel by equating Jasmine‘s position to Savitri
who due to her husband‘s death, follows Yama everywhere she goes. Following
Yama is her way of showing her obedience to her husband. Savitri (and Jasmine)
tries to trick Yama by promising him many sons. She argues that this can be possible
only if she can have her husband alive (Sugirtharajah, 1998:125).
In Hindu tradition, the goddess Kali is positioned as the minor, ―other‖
counterpart of, and independent of, Durga, and is regarded as pivotal in resolving
problems. As David Kinsley (1975) writes, ―[Kali] is subservient to the goddess

37

Tongue and blood are, in fact, the integrated symbols of Kali. In famous temples in India, she
commonly ―appears to be nothing but a tongue – a three-foot-long golden tongue, lolling, hanging,
promising death‖ (Kripal, 1994:152). The meaning of this bloody and lolling tongue has developed
into several aspects through history; (1) the tongue as consumer of blood sacrifices in tribal culture;
(2) as consumer of demons in classical Hinduism; (3) the Tantric tongue in medieval Hinduism and
(4) as an emblem of embarrassment or shame in modern-day India (155).
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Durga and is called upon to help or rescue the Great Goddess in particularly difficult
circumstances‖ (188). The heroic story of Kali, as a saviour, is also depicted in the
Ramayana as the one who saves Rama and his army from the thousand-headed
Ravana (Kinsley, 1975:196).
Kali and Durga, however, are the embodiments of Parvati, ―a benign and
devoted wife‖ of Siva (Sugirtharajah, 69). They are the symbols of women‘s
liberation that challenge Hindu‘s traditional norms while at the same time preserving
them (ibid). This doubleness conforms to Jasmine‘s ambivalent aim of migrating to
the US, of resisting tradition yet confirming it. Unlike Durga – who still have some
benevolent aspects within her, Kali is described as emotionally ―cruel and brutal,
excessive, always demanding, never satisfied [and] symbolically she is associated
with disorder, chaos, blood, battle and vengeance‖ (Morgan, 2007:7). Jasmine has
changed herself from being an obedient widow (Parvati) to Kali, the rebellious
woman. The situation forces her to enact her Indianness in order to break free from
Half Face, thereby opening herself to a traditional non-Indian future in the US.
Jasmine as ‗Kali‘ is the killer of demons, which in this case are represented by Halfface (Sugirtharajah, 1998:69). Her transformation into Kali has allowed her to
destroy man‘s exploitation, rejecting one form of traditional power by invoking
another.
Jasmine‘s exilic phase in Florida shows how she still strongly holds on to her
Indianness. She infuses the power of Hindu goddesses, Kali and Durga, in her
present state to release her from a threatening situation. After the incident in Half
Face‘s room, she tries to find her way out of the area. While she ―followed a
highway headed North‖ (Jasmine, 114), she fasts: ―[does not eat] in two days. [She
even takes] no water‖ (ibid). She does this in order to ―[honor] all prescriptions for a
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purified body, anticipating only release from this world‖ (ibid). Mukherjee asserts
that fasting (withholding food) becomes an Indian woman‘s means to ―acquire power
[and] exercise it‖ (Mukherjee in Connell, 1990:21). As she moves along the
highway, she recognizes that ―fields on either side of the highway were dense with
tomatoes, eggplants, and okra‖ (ibid). Jasmine still remembers well the English
names of these vegetables which Masterji has taught her since these crops are quite
similar to those at home. In a sense, although she ―had traveled the world‖ (Jasmine,
115), she never had left ―the familiar crops of Punjab‖ (ibid).
Florida also becomes her meeting point with Lilian Gordon, an American
―facilitator who made possible the lives of absolute ordinariness that [she] ached for‖
(Jasmine, 117). She is the one who teaches Jasmine to let go of her past and who
encourages her to change her name from Jasmine into a more American one, Jazzy.
She has ―a low tolerance for reminiscence, bitterness and nostalgia‖ (ibid). This can
be part of her effort to reduce the trauma that the migrants face. To Lilian, Jazzy is ―a
very special case‖ (Jasmine, 120). Jasmine is taught to camouflage her illegal
identity. She tells Jasmine to ―walk and talk American‖ (Jasmine, 120). Mimicking,
in this case, is the most practical way for Jasmine to mingle with Americans. Jasmine
Americanizes herself by changing her attire into ―a T-shirt, tight cords, and running
shoes‖ (Jasmine, 119) and tastes her first American food, Dairy Queen, that
―[soothes her] still raw-tongue‖ (ibid). Mukherjee sees mimicking, at its most literal
level of imitation, as a positive strategy since it is ―one way to survival in
postcolonial situations‖ (Mukherjee in Low, 1993:12-13). Mimicry of the new
suggests a break with the past, but, as we shall see, this is not completely the case.
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Flushing
To Jasmine, Queens, New York, is the site of ―more greed, more people like
[her]. New York was an archipelago of ghettos seething with aliens‖ (Jasmine, 124).
Jasmine describes herself and the taxi driver, a man from ―[her] part of the world‖
(ibid) as coated by ―greed and suspicion‖ (ibid).
Flushing, to Jasmine is ―[a] safe [place], a cocoon to hatch out of‖ (Jasmine,
126). Her status as an illegal migrant is hidden by the walls of the ghetto. It is a
fortress, a place where Indian migrants create a replica of India to protect themselves
from the alien outer world. Indianness is especially imported and ―they had Indianfood stores in the block, Punjabi newspapers and Hindi film magazines at the corner
newsstand‖ (Jasmine, 129). Living in Flushing, together with the Vadheras, Jasmine
is forced to revisit her past. This site renders her invisible, docile and an inauspicious
widow. Jasmine has to return to her old self after she, for a while, enjoys wearing an
American outfit.
In the place where she can find Indianness on every corner, Jasmine
personally does not seem to recuperate her past. The past in the form of tradition
again threatens to drag her down. Jasmine cannot tolerate this aspect of the past; she
desires to remove herself from this place:
In a T-shirt and cords, I was taken for a student. In this apartment of
artificially maintained Indian-ness, I wanted to distance myself from
everything Indian, everything Jyoti-like. To them, I was a widow who
should show a proper modesty of appearance and attitude (Jasmine,
128).
Although Jasmine escapes both India and her smuggler rapist, she does not
escape her Indian cultural traditions. When she stays at Prof. Vadhera‘s apartment in
Flushing, New York, she is ignored. Her American outfit is considered insulting in
the ghetto. Indeed, she reveals that Nirmala, Prof. Vadheras‘s wife ―brought plain
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saris and salwar-kameez outfits for me from the shop so I wouldn‘t have to
embarrass myself or offend the old people in cast-off American T-shirts. The sari
patterns [however] were much for older women, widows‖ (Jasmine, 128). As a
widow, she is expected to ―show a proper modesty of appearance and attitude‖
(Jasmine, 128). Nirmala even buys her a particular sari with a widow‘s pattern to
convey her identity and to differentiate her from other women in the neighbourhood.
As a widow she is also not allowed to participate in any event held in the
community, not being permitted to ―match make marriages for adolescent cousins or
younger siblings‖ (Jasmine, 130) since ―[the widow‘s] presence at festivals, social
and religious ceremonies was considered inauspicious‖ (Sugirtharajah, 1998:75). A
widow has to lead an ―austere life and religious orientation (fasts, vows and prayers),
[as] she was not favorably looked upon‖ (ibid). The situation reveals how traditional
practices can be re-created in a diasporic community. In this case, diaspora may
create a double notion of patriarchal forms. James Clifford points out: ―life for
women in diasporic situations can be doubly painful [particularly] with the claims of
old new patriarchy‖ (1994:314).
However, even within the enclave of Indian traditions she inhabits diaspora
forces innovation. The authority of the mother-in-law no longer echoes here since
Nirmala, Prof. Vadheras‘ wife, has a job to do: ―with a working wife, the mother-inlaw was denied her venomous authority‖ (130). Nevertheless, Jasmine, who equates
Flushing with Jullundhar (131), feels ―a prisoner doing unreal time‖ (Jasmine, 13132).
But the wider American context (her contact with Kate Gordon) and another
forged paper, plus the help of Prof. Vadheras, afford her another chance of freedom.
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Now, Kate, Lilian‘s daughter, becomes Jasmine‘s connector to the residence of
Taylor and Wylie.

Manhattan
Claremont Avenue becomes Jasmine‘s next residence, providing her with the
standard dream of an American life, a campus life as ―all the apartments belonged to
Columbia [university] teachers, true professorjis‖ (Jasmine, 146). This place
detaches Jasmine from Indian things. It offers a more Western atmosphere which
initiates Jasmine‘s first ‗real‘ integration into the American life. The word ―true‖
delineates the ‗real‘ neighbourhood of the host land that Jasmine faces now as
opposed to Flushing, the ‗false‘ India where people like Prof. Vadheras is a ‗false‘
professorji who works not as a professor but as ―an importer and sorter of human hair
… in the basement of the Khyber Bar BQ‖ (Jasmine, 134). Indian migrants in
Flushing live within a replica of India, the false India overseas that helps to maintain
their connection with the motherland. Jasmine is again twisted by double situations
of false India overseas and the real American society. She occupies an interstitial
space, caught between the act of leaving a false motherland and adopting the real
host land. Here, Jasmine transforms herself into Jase at the suggestion of her
employer, Taylor. Her new name, Jase seems to mark her further penetration into the
Western society. The name Jase itself sounds more American than her previous
name, Jasmine. Jasmine herself reveals, ―I became an American in an apartment on
Claremont Avenue across the street from a Barnard College Dormitory‖ (Jasmine,
146).
Jasmine now gets a job as a ‗caregiver‘ to Duff, Taylor and Wylie‘s only
daughter. Paid $95 per week, Jasmine ―had not imagined [being paid] money,
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dollars, for sleeping with a child‖ (Jasmine, 148). She feels proud of being called a
‗caregiver‘. The word itself seems to be special. Being a caregiver sounds like she is
―a professional, a schoolteacher or a nurse‖ (Jasmine, 155). She suddenly remembers
the past, the role of a caregiver in Hasnapur. In Jasmine‘s mind, there is no caregiver
in Hasnapur, she instead equates the role of a caregiver to ―the Mazbi woman who‘d
stoked [their] hearth or spread [their] flaking, dried-out adobe walls with watered
cow dung had been a maidservant‖ (Jasmine, 155). A caregiver in US and a Mazbi
woman in Hasnapur seem to have different roles and statuses within each society.
The liberating difference, however, conceals the ongoing subordination of (lower
clan) women to hegemonic patriarchy. Jasmine‘s elevated feeling for her job as a
caregiver in Manhattan is misleading. Although this job has a positive effect of
injecting new experiences into Jasmine‘s migrant time, it places Jasmine in a minor
position. In the house she is contrasted to Wylie Hayes, Duff‘s adopted mother, an
editor in a publishing house. Jasmine and Wylie appear as the representatives of East
and West, Hasnapur and Manhattan. These women have contrastive duties. Jasmine‘s
duties are obviously limited to the domestic side. She has to ―prepare Duff‘s lunch,
her nap and maybe strolls in the park or trips around town. Very little television.
[Jase] was to stimulate her with questions, engage her with stories, read to her, go to
museums, puppet shows and galleries‖ (Jasmine, 149). Things within the house are
supposed to belong to Wylie. These are the things that relate to ―an old world
dutifulness‖ (Jasmine, 214). Wylie instead prefers working outside the house,
―[making sure] the money to be made signing up celebrity interviews, writing about
divorces and drug cases, society murders, child abuse, and rape‖ (Jasmine, 150).
However, Jasmine‘s old world dutifulness is intersected by new world duties
that allow her to mingle with a real campus life. This new home liberates her as
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diasporic circumstances provide wider opportunities to interact with the outer world.
As Duff moves into all-day schooling, Jase is allowed to take up a part-time job as an
operator in the Mathematics Department, Columbia University. Past/ Indianness
brings advantages to Jasmine. Her Punjabi heritage is beneficial to those Americans
who are interested in researching her language. The instructor who is making a
linguistic atlas of the Punjab considers her a ―perfect Jullundhari‖ (Jasmine, 159). A
man who is granted a Ford Foundation fund and executives who will go to Delhi also
use her skills and expertise. In this case, her past and her foreignness co-exist
comfortably within the new land. These old and new world aspects of her life
undoubtedly create that sense of double consciousness within Jasmine.
Despite this new context, the past influences Jase‘s way of nurturing Duff.
Jase inserts her Indianness through telling stories to Duff. As a Punjabi woman,
Jase‘s childhood was filled with the stories of gods and goddess since Dita, her
grandmother, used to tell her ―stories of Vishnu the Preserver containing [the] world
inside his potbellied stomach‖ (Jasmine, 199). These are the stories that she tells
Duff. Duff, in fact, is quite excited with these ‗foreign‘ stories:
―Mummy, can you finish that story about Nachos and Yama when
we go to the park?‖ Duff had climbed into [Jase‘s] lap and locked
her fist around [Jase‘s] neck in a wet hug.
―Nachiketas,‖ [Jase] corrected, ―Not Nachos.‖
In the hall I heard Wylie‘s briefcase close with a pained click. All
the stories [she] told Duff were about gods and demons and mortals
(Jasmine, 157).
Manifest itself in Jase‘s Indian way of nurturing Duff shows that the past
cannot be expunged from her, although she is now miles away from India. The past,
to some extent, does leave memories of trauma in her, but compared to other
caregivers in the neighbourhood (like Letitia from Trinidad and Jamaica from
Barbados whom she meets during her days out with Duff), Jase‘s situation is much
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better since Taylor, Wylie and Duff treat her as a member of family. Letitia, and
Jamaica both are haunted by homesickness. In contrast, Jase does not seem to feel
nostalgic about her original home, India. Jase feels that she ―[is] a dense object, [she]
had landed and was getting rooted‖ (Jasmine, 159).
Homesickness, however, does inform Jase‘s double attachments toward India
and America. Compared to Dimple who feels a particular attachment toward Calcutta
and feels alienated in Manhattan, Jasmine experiences the opposite. Jasmine seems to
separate herself completely from India, although she somehow still recuperates the
past in her present state. Friedman suggests: homesickness is ―a cryptogram‖ that
reveal double opposite meanings: sick for home and sick of home (191). Her anger
toward Hasnapur, her original home, drives her to migrate to the US, but in being
driven, she continues to carry the form of the past. As Hua notes, ―diasporic women
are less likely than diasporic men to have nostalgic memories about their homelands
because of the painful recollection of patriarchal attitudes, customs and tradition
found in the ‗old world‘‖ (2004:195). But memories are there, either way. America,
as her new home, opens the challenges of dual life, of occasionally being alienated as
well as liberated.
Mukherjee connects Jase with the figures of men in each phase of her
insertion to American society. In Hasnapur, Prakash is such an important man for
her. He is not only her husband but also a teacher. As she migrates to the US and
lands in Florida, she meets Half Face. Although this meeting is brutally degrading,
Half Face is pivotal in integrating her to the new land. Half Face significantly marks
Jasmine‘s illegal entry into America. Although the rape itself is negative, it may
function as a catalyst to Jasmine as it evokes her change and determination to
migrate. Like Half Face, Prof. Vadhera acts as Jasmine‘s connector to New York
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through providing the forged green card. In Claremont Avenue, the figure of Taylor
is very influential. Jasmine admires Taylor as he ―represented [himself to Jasmine], a
professor who served biscuits to a servant, smiled at her, and admitted her to the
broad democracy of his joking, even when she didn‘t understand it‖ (Jasmine, 148).
He lets Jase be herself and does not ―want to change her. He didn‘t want to scour and
sanitize the foreignness. [Her] being different from Wylie or Kate didn‘t scare him‖
(Jasmine, 165).38
Moreover, Jase‘s belief in the existence of the third eye and her conception of
a God which seem ―very, very, very Indian‖ to Taylor (Jasmine, 52) also indicate her
attachment to the past. She is quite certain that she has a third eye which looks like
―the bleeding star on [her] forehead‖ (Jasmine, 2). She feels that having this eye, she
is a sage and is able to ―[peer] out into invisible worlds‖ (ibid). The third eye, indeed,
enables her to penetrate into the layers of American society. She believes everything
that happens in life is connected, ―that a whole life‘s mission might be to move a
flowerpot from one table to another‖ (Jasmine, 53). It is, nevertheless, difficult for
Jase to convince Taylor that this thing exists and does matter and ―how [does she]
explain [her] third eye‖ Taylor does not believe that since ―[he can‘t], [he‘s] more
modern than that‖ (Jasmine, 52). Jase‘s perspectives represent her Indianness. She
brings that package of ―traditionally feudalistic Punjab, an environment of fatalism,
casteism and classism‖ (Parekh, 1996:11), along with her and deliberately injects that
into Claremont Avenue. This, however, is unacceptable to Taylor who says, ―I
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Malashri Lal, however, views Jasmine‘s way of engaging herself with these men in the novel –
particularly those who give her new names render a dependent female. She points out, ―what is more
disturbing to me is the continued note of woman‘s dependency upon man, emotionally and materially,
no matter which country – India or America – or where in America the story of Jasmine shifts‖
(1995:152). On the other hand, Crane sees this differently. He states that the power is in Jasmine
herself even though ―a man can initiate liberation‖ (1993:4).
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couldn‘t live in a world like yours‖ (Jasmine, 53), a world which he sees as
dominated by ―total futility. Total fatalism‖ (ibid).
Yet, the past is not only a support to Jase. It also weakens her. The Sikh
bombing in Jullundhar that killed Prakash, her husband, has inevitably traumatized
her and the shadow of Sukhwinder has indeed haunted Jasmine as she accidentally
encounters the Sikh man, ―the dark-skinned hot-dog vendor sitting under his
umbrella‖ (Jasmine, 167). This is a shock for her; she ―[couldn‘t get [her] breath, it
was like asthma‖ (ibid). She tells Taylor: ―That was the man who killed my
husband,‖ [Jasmine] said, between long gasps. ―He knows I‘m here‖ (Jasmine, 1678). Taylor suggests she calls the police. To Jase, calling the police is not easy since
she is an illegal migrant and calling the police might threaten her position. Her illegal
status renders her vulnerable within the host land to which she so craves to belong.
The past returns and forces her to find a safer place. She hastily chooses
Iowa as her escape. Although Iowa seems to be a spontaneous choice, Duff was born
there, and so Jasmine‘s journey seems thus ruled by fate. This, in fact, leads Jase to
the final meeting with Taylor and Duff later. It may also be her way to leave a track
for Taylor and Duff and she realizes this as she is in Iowa: ―A crazy kind of logic
made me pick Iowa to run away to. Duff‘s [biologic] mother had had Duff, Wylie‘d
told [her], at an Elsa County hospital‖ (Jasmine, 175). Again, it is the past that stops
Jasmine‘s future.

Baden, Elsa County, Iowa
As a Punjabi, the presence of Jasmine in a small place like Baden, Elsa
County is quite conspicuous. Jasmine‘s physical body exposes the strangeness that
renders her ‗alien‘ among Iowans and ―as a sight of cultural determination first
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marks someone as ‗the stranger‘‖ (Friedman, 2004:198). Her insertion certainly
breaks the ‗conventional‘ homogeneity of Baden. In fact, she is a source of
foreignness not only to the Iowans but also to her next husband, Bud, a small-town
banker who ―calls [her] Jane‖ (Jasmine, 22). In Iowa, she gladly accepts her new
name, Jane Ripplemeyer, given to her by Bud and ―[does not] hold that against him‖
(ibid). Unlike Taylor, who can accept her Indianness, Bud seems to be frightened by
―her genuine foreignness‖ (ibid). Bud does not seem to be interested in her Indian
stories and ―he‘s never asked [her] about India [as] it scares him‖ (Jasmine, 9).
Similarly, Mother Ripplemeyer, Bud‘s mother, seems to reject her Indianness. Jane
at first thought:
[they] could trade some world class poverty stories, but [her story]
make her uncomfortable. Not that she‘s hostile. It‘s like looking at the
name in [her] passport and seeing Jyo— at the beginning and deciding
that her mouth was not destined to make those sounds. She can‘t
begin to picture a village in Punjab (Jasmine, 13).
Living together with Bud is a triumph for Jane, although it is difficult to
explain to him what the meaning of that triumph is. Unlike her life in Hasnapur, she
feels that the present state endows her with comfort and security. She wants to share
her Hasnapur life and her present comfort with Bud but ―he‘s always uneasy with
tales of Hasnapur, just like Mother Ripplemeyer. It‘s as though Hasnapur is an old
husband or lover. Even memories are a sign of disloyalty‖ (Jasmine, 206).
In a small city like Baden, the relationship between Bud, an American and
Jane, a Punjabi, an outsider, is unusual. The adoption agent ―was charmed by the
notion of Bud‘s ―Asian‖ wife‖ (Jasmine, 11), the postman addresses her as the only
person who has an alien name in Baden:
―Hold on, Mrs. R.,‖ he says, squinting at the address. ―I figure around
here you‘re the only one with a name like this.‖ He mouths the name
on the postcard to himself.
I read his lips, I hold my breath. ―Jasmine Vijh, yes.‖
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―Oh, jeez,‖ he says, handing over the card. ―Is that Jane in Hindu?
Sure sounds prettier in your language‖. It‘s addressed to Jasmine Vijh,
Elsa County, Iowa, and it‘s found me here (Jasmine, 185).

The presence of Du, their adopted American-Vietnamese son, adds to the
strangeness of this family. Bud is the only American in the house living with Jane
―whose transformation has been genetic [and] Du [who] was hyphenated‖ (Jasmine,
198). Du reveals this contrast:
―Was that the guy with important information to lay on rural folk?
Did he refuse to tell you anything?‖
―That‘s the man, Du.‖
―He must think there are weird people in this house.‖ He came out,
looking a little worried.
―Weird? The weird man thinks we‘re weird?‖
―Well, look at it his way. First time he comes, he gets me. Second
time he gets you. Just think what kind of father he expects‖ (Jasmine,
173).

Baden farmers are quite sensitive; although they realize that Jane is
physically different, ―a dark-haired girl in a naturally blond country‖ (Jasmine, 29),
they are ―afraid to suggest [that she is] different‖ (Jasmine, 28). For them,
foreignness implies ―intelligence‖ (Jasmine, 29). In Claremont Avenue, on the other
hand, her difference or Punjabiness renders her a unique figure. Taylor‘s colleagues,
professors in the University who come to the house ask whether she is an Iranian,
Pakistani, Afghan or Punjabi. Location, in this case, does matter.
Becoming Bud‘s spouse is not easy for Jane since Bud‘s position as a smalltown banker is quite vulnerable. He is not ―allowed to do impulsive things‖
(Jasmine, 5). Jane‘s foreignness is inevitably exposed and becomes the target of
certain people‘s mockery in Baden. This is also heightened by the fact that ―[she is]
less than half his age, and very foreign‖ (ibid). In such a small city, changes are
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sometimes unwanted, and in the case of Bud and Jane, a mixed relationship becomes
a joke to people in Baden:
Estimated Progeny Differences,‖ said the older man. ―A professor‘s
working out of the horsepower of bulls.‖
―Shit, that fucker must be older‘n you, Woody. Where‘s he get off?‖
That‘s when the younger man gave his bar stool a noisy twirl and
fixed on me. ―Whoa! I don‘t know nothing about horsepower, but I
know whorepower when I see it!‖ His next words were in something
foreign, but probably Japanese or Thai of Filipino, something bar girls
responded to in places where he‘d spent his rifle-toting youth
(Jasmine, 179).
Being different in a small city like Baden, Jane frequently inserts the past into
some of the aspects of her present life in Baden. Introducing Indian food to the
Western household is Jane‘s way of evoking and preserving her Indianness. The
household is inevitably the closest site, ―a space in which to produce a version of
Indianness‖ (Mannur, 2007:17). On one occasion, she cooks for people there and
they ―are getting used to some of [her] concoctions, even if they make a show of
fanning their mouths. They get disappointed if there‘s not something Indian on the
table‖ (Jasmine, 7). More than that, Jane does not merely restrict herself to ‗pure‘
Indian food but she also modifies it with Western cuisine. In Jane‘s mind, inserting
Indian flavours into Baden is ―subverting the taste buds of Elsa county [since she]
put some of last night‘s matar panir in the microwave [and] it goes well with pork‖
(Jasmine, 16). She has never done this before in Claremont Avenue and now her
Indianness becomes something important that attracts the people of Baden. The past,
indeed contributes to her present state. Jasmine recreates the past through the
reproduction of Indian culinary dishes. As Rayaprol asserts, ―[Indian] women have to
not only remember the past but also to reproduce it‖ (1997:64). She inserts the
newness/Indianness into the Western atmosphere of Baden. Through this way, she
celebrates the nostalgia for the past.
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Although it is difficult for Jane to get along with the people of Baden,
mingling with them has given her a feeling of belonging. This feeling is enhanced by
similarities between the farmers in Hasnapur and Baden. Jane reflects, ―The farmers
around here are like the farmers I grew up with. Modest people, never boastful,
tactful and courtly in their way‖ (Jasmine, 8). Jane also has the same feeling when
she is taken to hospital and finds Kwang, Liu, and Patel. Getting along with these
people and ―[poking] around in a major medical facility‖ (Jasmine, 27), Jane
suddenly feels that she ―[is] back in Asia‖ (ibid). Similar experiences of being
‗Others‘ in Baden unite these people. This unification creates the sense of a
communal identity (of being Asian) away from home. As Jeffrey Weeks in ―The
Value of Difference‖ (1990) explains: ―identity is about belonging, about what you
have in common with some people and what differentiates you from others‖ (88).
This situation is ―very reassuring‖ (ibid) to Jane. She goes so far as to want only
―Asian doctors, Asian professionals‖ (Jasmine, 28). She has not mingled with Asian
people since she lived in Manhattan. To her, getting along with other Asians in
Baden provides her with a feeling of identity. This feeling strengthens her position
amid an American community that makes her alienated.
Jane‘s experience of drought in Hasnapur has also influenced her present
household in Baden. Drought in Hasnapur has given her a fear of not having drinking
water (Jasmine, 13) where she turns into someone who likes to ―store water in
orange-juice jars, plastic milk bottles, tumblers, mixing bowls, any container that
[she] can find‖ (ibid).
The past also revisits Jane in other ways. Jane‘s past or Indianness also
impacts on her relationship with Bud. In certain situations, Jane injects small aspects
of Indianness into the house, such as the role she plays as a wife. She retains
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traditions which resonate with her situation now. Jane says, ―I‘ll wait [to] supper for
you. Indian wives never eat before their husbands‖ (Jasmine, 189). She still holds the
belief that ―a good Hasnapur wife doesn‘t eat just because she is hungry‖ (Jasmine,
191). This tradition does not imply an imposed obedience or submission. Jane
voluntarily plays her role as an Indian spouse to her American husband. To Jane,
eating food is a way to preserve, ―[grant or withhold] love‖ (ibid). This relationship
also enables them to exchange tokens of East and West. During their togetherness,
Jane ―[has] given Bud a new trilogy to contemplate: Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva‖
(Jasmine, 6). Bud, on the other hand, offers her his Western culture: ―Musical,
Brock, and Gibson‖ (ibid).
In this novel, Mukherjee depicts Jasmine not only as an obedient Indian
woman who nurtures men such as Prakash, Taylor and Bud, but also as Kali, the
tornado. Jasmine feels that she is responsible ―for Prakash‘s death, Bud‘s maiming. I
am a tornado, blowing through Baden‖ (Jasmine, 183). Although this seems to be
illogical, it is somehow connected. As Karin, Bud‘s ex-wife, says, ―you‘re leaving a
path of destruction behind you‖ (Jasmine, 182). In fact, at the end of the story, Jane
has shuttled back to ‗Jase‘. Jane decides to leave Bud and chooses to go to California
with Taylor and Duff. This indeed renders her a tornado and Jane feels ―so potent. A
goddess‖ (Jasmine, 9). She feels that although this relationship comforts her, it has at
the same time confined her to be Bud‘s caregiver, which is ―an old world
dutifulness‖ to her (Jasmine, 214). Bud‘s rejection of her foreignness frightens her
too. She chooses Taylor since he allows her to be herself.
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CHAPTER FIVE

CONCLUSION
This study investigates Bharati Mukherjee‘s rejection of the past in the
migrant‘s process of adaptation in the host land in the introduction to Darkness
(1985). Mukherjee emphasizes that discarding the interventions of the mother land/
the past is necessary for a total inclusion in the new land and avoiding the feeling
that she will ―never belong, anywhere‖ (Mukherjee, 1985:2). Her refusal of the past,
however, arouses criticisms mostly from Indian critics who ―have appointed
themselves guardians of the ‗purity‘ of ethnic cultures‖ (Mukherjee, 1997:4) and
accuse her of ―race treachery‖ (ibid). This thesis shows that even though Mukherjee
voices the rejection of the past, the past or Indianness is a significant presence in her
writings. It is more than a metaphor. The past, in fact, for the most part defines her
characteristics as a (migrant) writer and her writings, including two of them which
have been the core analysis of this thesis, Wife (1975) and Jasmine (1989).
For a diasporic writer like Mukherjee, writings are important in the way they
represent multiple sentiments toward the mother land and host land in this case,
India, Canada, and the USA. Wife and Jasmine particularly depict Mukherjee‘s
moving from her discriminated life as an expatriate in Canada to celebrating her
citizenship in US. The writings most importantly also underscore the psychic
experiences of migration of Dimple Das Gupta and Jyoti Vindh, the female
characters. Dimple and Jyoti are the representatives of figures in motion, living
within borders, ambiguity and in-stability with moving identities as the result of
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migration and the process of interrelated duality of past/present, motherland/host
land, and here/there.
This thesis demonstrates that the remnants of the past are indeed significant
to define the migrant positions of Mukherjee‘s female characters, Dimple Das Gupta
and Jyoti Vindh in Wife (1975) and Jasmine (1989). The mingling of the past in
migrant present‘s time has importantly influenced the way a woman positions and
adapts herself to the host land. The context of female migration is not simply about
crossing the borders and being a dispersed people, but it involves a process of
uprooting self from the original land and re-rooting self in the new land. This process
of uprooting and re-rooting is different in the case of women, particularly in the first
generation of Indian migrant women like Dimple and Jyoti. While Keya Ganguly‘s
research has especially shown the different orientation of Indian migrant men and
women toward the idea of the past, the cases of Dimple and Jyoti provide further
considerable examples of the intervention of the past into the present migrant time in
literary works.
Tradition, together with the past, has also played an important role in defining
the positions of Dimple and Jyoti as Indian women not only in the mother land but
also in the host land. Dimple and Jyoti are, however, twice as complicated by the
patriarchal tradition which is carried over to the host land and the obligation to adapt
to the host land. In the host land, the duties as tradition preservers keep following
them. The duties inevitably urge them to keep connecting themselves with the
(patriarchal) past. In this case, the past ambiguously weakens the positions of Dimple
and Jyoti in diasporic context and in some ways also stimulates them to break the
restriction of tradition. In Dimple‘s case, her main aim of migrating to US is to
accompany Amit, her husband. She does not have any particular reason of her own to
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migrate, becoming someone who readily serves her husband and preserves the Indian
atmosphere in diasporic household. This being merely a partner especially intensifies
the patriarchal penetration of tradition into the household. An Indian wife like
Dimple has to stay an ‗Indian‘ and cannot draw other values from Indian tradition.
To Dimple, this definitely complicates her process of adaptation in the host land as
Amit‘s patriarchal rules add more difficulties for Dimple.
As an Indian woman, Dimple is not the kind of woman who easily expunges
her past. She still retains her sari although ambiguously she wants to wear jeans and
sweater like an American woman does. She keeps celebrating Durga Pujah and
Saraswati Pujah, the Hindu holidays and gathering with her Indian friends. Through
these activities, Dimple compensates for feeling homesick toward India, her
motherland. Moreover, she keeps doing other small things to assert her Indian
identity like drinking and serving her guests imported Darjeeling tea from India.
Although to respect her guest she eats red meat behind her guest‘s back, she throws it
out as she realizes that she has disobeyed Hindu prohibition. Reiterating the past in
diasporic context has provided Dimple with comfort and strength as the past
represents the familiarity as opposed to the new land that exposes her to alienation.
Although the patriarchal past has oppressed Dimple, it surprisingly has also aroused
Dimple to fight back against the values of restrictive tradition which are carried over
to the diasporic household. Murdering Amit – even though the murder itself cannot
be justified – is Dimple‘s rebellion toward the patriarchal values of the mother land.
In the case of Jyoti Vindh, the past is eloquently integrated into her present
circumstances. Past and present are entangled and build a state of double
consciousness. Jyoti‘s diasporic life is the amalgamation of her being an Indian
woman and an integrated migrant woman. Unlike Dimple who keeps herself in a
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migrant ghetto, Jyoti plunges herself totally into American society. Taking on several
names significantly marks her transformations. Her aim of migration seems to be
ambiguous since she wants to perpetuate sati tradition but also breaks of by leaving
her village and crossing the ocean. The past continues to define her identity as an
Indian woman as she ‗borrows‘ the strength of Kali, an Indian goddess to escape the
threat of the present, as embodied in Half Face.
Like Dimple, Jasmine moves to several places. She lives in the Indian ghetto
in Flushing, as an inauspicious, docile and marginal widow. Moving to Manhattan,
however, marks Jasmine‘s liberation and entry into American society. As a caregiver
in Manhattan, Jasmine is still subject to patriarchal power but her diasporic space
also allows her to use her potential as a Punjabi in Columbia University. Despite her
ambition to break from the past, Jasmine still makes full use of her Indianness and in
some ways injects it into her surroundings. The ‗negative‘ past in the form of Sikh
terror ‗haunts‘ Jasmine in Manhattan and causes her to move to Baden, Iowa. Jase
metamorphoses into Jane Ripplemeyer, an American banker‘s wife, but her
Indianness keeps following her steps. Jane, in fact, acts more as an Indian wife than
an American wife to her American husband. Because she feels that she is not
accepted in the neighbourhood, she mingles with other Asians like Kwang, Liu, and
Patel. This is both a confirmation of her origins and a new American
multiculturalism of the present. For Jane, the acceptance and recognition of her
Indianness, her past, part of her identity is important to construct her position within
American society.
The denials of the past, the bleak memories of the mother land in fact have
brought Dimple and Jyoti to the re-marriage of past and present and the recalling of
artefacts of the mother land to the host land that initially seem to oppress. Within
149

Hindu tradition, the hybridities of Dimple and Jyoti are then embedded through the
ambiguous unification of the benevolent Sita and the malevolent Kali, Hindu
goddesses. As Sita, they are destined to be exiles, adrift through multiple
ambivalences and to be the nurturing wives to their husbands in the new world. As
Kali, they are full of initiative to ambiguously break the patriarchal values of both
worlds. The ambiguous characteristics of Dimple and Jyoti indeed conform to the
framework of diaspora discussed in this study. Being diasporic women, Dimple and
Jyoti risk being fragmented, ruptured and splintered figures. Paradoxically, it is their
hybridity, ambivalence and un-fixity that offer a prospect for resolving such a
negative condition. The past and the present are always interrelated and not
separated. The ‗now‘ aspects of Dimple and Jyoti ―come from somewhere, have
histories‖ (Hall, 2003:236) that cannot be easily erased and that the existence of the
past ―will secure [their] sense of [themselves as Indian migrant women]‖ (ibid).
The findings of this thesis have reinforced prior research on Bharati
Mukherjee‘s Wife and Jasmine such as Bose (1993), Grewal (1993), Sunitha (2000)
and many more. The female characters of Wife and Jasmine, Dimple and Jyoti, have
particularly demonstrated that despite the need to break from the patriarchal past, the
past supports the female characters with the sense of familiarity and security even as
they occupy the liminal space that evokes dual consciousness.
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